
English 9 -- The Catcher in the Rye -- Essay Topics 

When we reach the end of the novel, you’ll write an analytical essay on one of the following prompts. 

(Some of you might combine some of the prompts to create your own unique thesis.) It’s not too early 

to examine which of these writing topics most interests you. 

1. Harold Bloom writes, “Faulkner remarked that Holden’s dilemma was his inability to find and 

accept an authentic mentor, a teacher or guide who could arouse his trust. *…+ Holden speaks 

for our skepticism, and for our need.” Do you agree? How so? 

 

2. Many scholars say that The Catcher in the Rye belongs to the literary tradition of the Quest—

that the novel is a modernization of this mythic form. Do you agree? How so? 

 

3. Arthur Heiserman and James E. Miller Jr. write, “American literature seems fascinated with the 

outcast, the person who defies traditions in order to arrive at some pristine knowledge, some 

personal integrity.” In what ways does this novel exhibit a fascination with the outcast? Does 

Holden reach “pristine knowledge” or “personal integrity”? 

 

4. How does Holden’s language (his diction, syntax, mannerisms, way of organizing his thoughts, 

etc.) reinforce the novel’s themes? 

 

5. Clinton Trowbridge observes that Catcher is the story of “a search for truth in a world that has 

been dominated by falsity, the search for personal integrity by a hero who constantly falls short 

of his own ideal, who, in fact, participates in the very falsity he is trying to escape. The dramatic 

part of the novel stems from two things: that the hero’s conflict is both internal and external 

and that it increases in intensity as his vision of inner and outer falsity becomes more and more 

overwhelming.” Show how this is true, and also comment on how the conflict is resolved (or 

unresolved). 

 

6. James Bryan notes that Holden “is poised between two worlds, one he cannot return to and one 

he fears to enter.” In what ways does Holden embody the limbo between childhood and 

adulthood? 

 

7. Many readers observe that The Catcher in the Rye is a novel about grief. In what ways does 

Holden exhibit aspects of the grieving process? Does he reach any sort of closure or letting go? 

How do you know? 

 

8. In what ways is The Catcher in the Rye a novel of social protest? What aspects of society does 

Salinger critique? What alternatives does he offer? 


