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As one self grows he accompanies with him memories, experiences, and adventures that will make up the identity of his adulthood. These memories, whether positive or negative, transition ones rites of passage from childhood to adulthood. This transition can be fairly difficult based upon ones childhood challenges or unforgettable memories. At one point, a child’s biggest problem is choosing between Panda Express and Rubio’s. In contrast, becoming an adult requires more intellectual thought and the facing of more difficult problems. This metaphorical yet unfathomable maze comes with many obstacles; as an individual grows he slowly learns to overcome these challenges. As one slowly learns to get out of the maze, he grows out of childhood idealism and starts to digest the complicacy of the phony adult world. Based upon ones ability to change it is a hard process to endure. Yet, at times one sits and watches the sunset while reminiscing of his disappearing innocence. As adolescence slowly drains away, the human brain starts to reach abstract ideas, think about reality and the future, and convert ones childhood mishaps into maturity and experience. Soon one starts to realize his true identity. 


J.D. Salinger’s everlasting novel The Catcher in the Rye reveals the complexity of teen angst and also presents the main character Holden Caulfield as a universal comparison that goes beyond his comfort and familiarity zone to further understand the adult world while consequently further analyzing himself and seeking his true identity with familial, societal, and cultural influences that shape his transformation from adolescence to adulthood. Through his journey, Holden, metaphorically, is in search for the Golden Fleece which symbolically reveals his search for his true identity in a world where he encounters phoniness (lying to Ernest’s mom), sexual curiosity (Sunny), troubles with his coping skills (Allie’s death), his everlasting innocence (curiosity about ducks in the pond), and going on adventures (nights in New York). Holden, like many other adolescents, must constantly change there beliefs and perceptions of reality to fit what the general population believes and maintain a good “reputation”. Adolescents all have their own opinions but are constantly bulleted with parental and societal influence. As an adolescent, children must decipher parental and societal expectations and concede certain beliefs and ideas to create an “identity” or “reputation”.


First of all, parents shape their child’s personality, character, and intelligence (so called identity). When kids grow up, their brains are adapted to learning new things and constant change and that is why a kid’s childhood is the most critical time to adjust correct habits and good character. For example, if a kid is subjected to his parents fighting all the time, when he grows up he will be a violent person because he believes it is okay for him to be violent since his parents were. On the other hand, if a child is subjected to strict parenting and correct manors,  when he grows up he will behave correctly because that is all he knew as a child. “Proper parenting shapes the coming generations, and the way the next generation will behave, affecting the world around them” (Lopez). Throughout the novel, Holden constantly alienates himself from society and acts very weird toward his peers. His actions reveal that he had an unstable and “lousy childhood” (Salinger 1). Although Holden is constantly switching boarding schools and is alienated from his family, it shows that Holden never received correct parenting. It is evident he never received quality parenting because he got kicked out of three different schools including Pencey Prep. Instead of developing his moral and ethical code at home with healthy influences, Holden spent his learning years at boarding school without anyone that cared about him. This contributes to his awkward actions, socially incapacity, and why he often chooses to alienate himself from society. Holden must rely on himself to survive and converge from adolescence to adulthood. 


Moreover, family tragedy is the most devastating event that can happen to a teen and it changes the way teens act, feel, and think. Each year thousands of teenagers experience the death of someone they love. The death of a family member is very overwhelming and tragic and most of the times too much to handle. In the novel, Holden’s brother Allie dies of leukemia and Holden was very close to Allie. Holden was emotionally overwhelmed and shocked and it greatly affected how he acted and though. Holden was, “only thirteen, and they were going to have me psychoanalyzed and all, because I broke all the windows in the garage. I don’t blame them. I really don’t. I slept in the garage the night he died, and I broke all the goddam windows with my fist, just for the hell of it” (Salinger 39). During teenage years, there are already so many things to worry about, grades, girls, sports, and maintaining a good reputation, which it is especially hard to face a loved one’s death, something unreal to think about. “Teens are no longer children, yet neither are they adults. With the exception of infancy, no developmental period is so filled with change as adolescence. Leaving the security of childhood, the adolescent begins the process of separation from parents. The death of a parent or sibling, then, can be a particularly devastating experience during this already difficult period” (Wolfelt). Holden was struck with a tough task to handle which helped add to the basis of his social incapacity and alienation towards others. 


Additionally, from the time of birth family members are the greatest influence on how one learns, acts, and communicates. During adolescence, parents teach their children learn how to deal with certain situations, good or bad. After the death of a close family member, children are more vulnerable to emotional breakdowns and need the support from their family to learn to cope with it. After the death of Allie, Holden is emotionally struck and does not quite learn how to cope with his death because he is always away from his family at boarding school and he does not have a stable environment to mourn or build upon. While Holden is at Pencey Prep, he constantly thinks about Allie and uses his death as an excuse to alienate himself from society. Holden spent a lot of his time sitting in bed thinking about Allie and he described him as, “terrifically intelligent. His teachers were always writing letters to my mother, telling her what a pleasure it was having a boy like Allie in their class. And they weren’t just shooting the crap. They really meant it. But it wasn’t just that he was the most intelligent member in the family. He was also the nicest, in lots of ways. He never got mad at anybody” (Salinger 38). Most of the time, Holden is on his own and must learn to cope with Allie’s death but it is a struggle for him to cope with his death because Allie is always in his head. As suggested by Holden’s slang, “he points out that this or that ‘killed him’ (usually with reference to the surprising politeness or just plain whimsy in children), the phrase cannot help but call our attention to his brooding obsession about his brother Allie’s death and, indeed, about death in general” (Sanford and Pinsker 2). As Holden learns to deal with Allie’s death, it symbolically shows his growing maturity and slow transformation into adulthood. 


Secondly, a growing adolescent must master a vital skill that will help them for the rest of their lives, the art of socializing and communicating to develop relationships and friends. Family and friends play a very important role in the transition from childhood to adulthood. Amidst the teen years, teens need the guidance of family and friends because there are many obstacles to overcome including peer pressure and puberty. However, throughout the book, Holden demonstrates his social incapacity to develop real friendships or just refuses to become close with the phony people he despises the most. Although he interacts with numerous people throughout the novel, he still seems fundamentally withdrawn and alienated from society. Holden lacks the ability to maintain sincere or deep friendships and his actions come forward as self-centered and superficial (Evans 41). Holden expends so much energy searching for phoniness in others; he never sees his own phoniness and his deceptions are generally pointless and cruel. For example, Holden meets Ernest Morrow’s mother on a train and Mrs. Morrow asks what Holden thought about Ernest. Holden explains to Mrs. Morrow how awesome of a kid Ernest is but in reality Holden thinks of Ernest as, “the biggest bastard that ever went to Pencey, in the whole crumby history of the school” (Salinger 54). Holden’s actions reveal his superficial acts and symbolically show that he is apart of the phony world he always complains about. Holden looks upon the world with premature cynicism and jaded contempt, and yet at some level he also hungers for a deeper, richer, more fulfilling existence (Evans 42). Holden seems distant from his peers and rarely seeks a genuine, lasting companion. Every relationship he attempts to create is somehow destroyed or disappointing. For instance, when Holden goes on a date with Sally Hayes; Holden’s insecurity drives him to ask her to run away with him but, ultimately, he insults her and ends up driving her away. As Holden encounters more and more individuals throughout his journey he seems to lack a sense of direction or purpose and seemingly subconsciously contradicts himself. “Those appearing to be the closest resemblances to friends, Stradlater and Ackley, only elicit a paradoxical response from him.... he expresses disgust and irritation in his encounters with Ackley yet invites him to the movies and even retreats to Ackley’s room in search of solace after his fight with Stradlater” (Engelbert 3). In light of his bad experiences, Holden learns that he cannot hide from his innocence and slowly learns to progress as an adult and grow out of his adolescence. As a progression into maturity, Holden must learn the significance of communication and the bonding between others around him. Although Holden slowly transitions into an adult, his innocence still lingers in the sunset. 


While Holden is still lost in the world of adulthood, social expectations and peer pressures pushes him toward adulthood. In times of discomfort, Holden still finds warmth and comfort in his lasting innocence. The intangible difference between childhood and adulthood is innocence, innocence as ones ignorance of reality. Throughout the novel, Holden ties back to his everlasting innocence in times of hardship and distress. For instance, when Holden is heading downtown in New York, he asks his cab driver, “You know those ducks in that lagoon right near Central Park South? That little lake? By any chance, do you happen to know where they go, the ducks, when it gets all frozen over? Do you happen to know, by any chance?” (Salinger 60). At this point, Holden has been kicked out of yet another school and is in a unstable state of mind, looking for the right direction to go. Metaphorically, when Holden is wondering where the ducks go when the lake freezes he is wondering where he needs to go when his hardships come. Ultimately, as Holden loses his innocence it marks the transformation from adolescence to adulthood. As a part of growing up comes the undeniable sense of sexual curiosity. 


“On average, young people have sex for the first time at about age 17” (Chandra). As a teen begins to go through puberty, one begins to walk into the reality world of sex and its natural curioisties. Part of the process of growing up is learning about sex and intimacy and possibly the start of something special. As the normal teenager brains storms through numerous different thoughts, gradually sex becomes the focal point of many of these thoughts, and soon sex is constantly on one’s mind. The common teenager would be considered a “pervert”. “Sexual gratification is no longer simply seen as one of many thing about which people think and to which they aspire; rather, the sexual drive is regarded as constitutive of the way the mind works and thus as affecting all our thoughts and actions” (Berg 61). Like the common teenager, Holden issues a sense of sexual curioisty and thirst for intimacy. Holden always has sex on his mind and tries to have sex. However, Holden’s sexual phase is a very awkward phase and does not go very well for himself. Holden is a virgin and is very interested in tasting the sexual experience. Even though Holden wants to have sex, he finds it difficult to have sex with someone that he does not care for. For instance, Holden has the chance to lose his virginity to a prostitute but comes up with a lame excuse. As he states, “I don’t think I could ever do it with somebody that sits in a stupid movie all day long. I really don’t think I could” (Salinger 96). Under his thick layer of excuses hides an afraid, innocent, young boy not ready to seek the unknown. However though, these excuses symbolize Holden has somewhat established morals and, in this case, a sexual boundary. When Holden realizes that sex can be casual, he begins to lose his innocence and learn the obscurities of the adultworld. During the transformation from childhood to adulthood, one must develop his own belief system and ability to decipher what is right and wrong. Basically establishing ones own “identity”. 


Furthermore, as a teenager goes along there teenage years they are essentially molding there identity. Teens begin to establish their own opinions, religious beliefs, educational beliefs, self-reflection, and future plans. “Establishing an identity involves adopting a sense of personal values and making an initial vocational decision” (Weber 152). Throughout the novel, Holden is indecisive about his own opinions and decides to remain silent. Holden never plans ahead and is always acting in the moment. For example, when a psychoanalyst asks Holden if he is going to be productive when he goes back to school, he replies, “It’s such a stupid question, in my opinion. I mean how do you know what you’re going to do till you do it? The answer is, you don’t. I think I am, but how do I know? I swear it’s a stupid question” (Salinger 213). Similarly, Holden is also very hesitant to speak out. After all, Holden begins to be deliberate with his actions when he decides to wipe the “Fuck You” signs off the wall because he sternly believes in catching little kids before they are exposed to reality and maintaining their innocence. As Holden begins to develop these rigid beliefs, it shows he is beginning to progress out of adolescence and seek adulthood. 


Finally, growing up and establishing an identity is not an easy thing to do. This process comes with much familial, societal, and cultural influence that help shape ones identity. In The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger, Salinger reveals Holden as a confused and troubled young protagonist that endures a series of events that help shape his coming identity. As Holden begins his transformation, he encounters rites of passage including alienation, sexual curiosity, coping skills,and innocence. A man experiences the comfort of friends, tolerance of enemies, daily acquisitions, and most importantly the self-reflection that impacts his transformation the most. While these everlasting memories and experiences serve as a learning lesson, they help escort innocence out of the maze and introduce the ever-changing adult world. Even though “becoming an adult” is a hard phrase to swallow, one must endeavor the challenge and tolerate the pain. The expedition from adolescence to adulthood is a long, grueling one but one must slowly learn the way. Sooner or later he will begin to lead the way and find his true identity. 
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