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Abstract - This paper explores the banning history of the iconic American novel, The 

Catcher in the Rye (1951). Critics have scrutinized its portrayal of teenage rebellion and 

explicit language. This paper delves into the reasons behind the challenges, the historical 

context in which they occurred, and the impact of censorship attempts on the reception 

and study of the novel. Additionally, it discusses the ongoing debate surrounding the 

censorship of literature and the importance of preserving intellectual freedom in 

education and society. Despite its status as a literary classic, it has faced challenges and 

attempts at censorship due to its controversial theme and content. Challenges have led to 

its ban from being available in various educational settings and libraries. Critics have 

argued that the novel’s content is unsuitable for young readers and may promote negative 

behavior or undermine traditional values. Despite its enduring popularity and critical 

acclaim, challenges to its content have persisted across the United States. Critics argue 

that the use of profanity and stereotypes is offensive to readers, particularly in educational 

settings. Despite this, Salinger’s book remains a widely read and studied work of 

literature, sparking important discussions about censorship, freedom of expression, and 

the role of literature in addressing complex social issues. This paper attempts to examine 

the reasons behind the challenges the novel has faced, the historical context in which these 

challenges occurred, and the impact of censorship attempts on the reception and study of 

the novel. It focuses on the lack of genuineness on the part of the reader to assess the 

book. Additionally, it will discuss the ongoing debate surrounding the censorship of 

literature and the importance of preserving intellectual freedom in education and society. 

Through this analysis, we aim to shed light on the enduring significance of the work and 

its contribution to the literary landscape of America. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Salinger stands as one of the most celebrated and controversial authors in American literature. 

His work has garnered widespread acclaim for its insightful exploration of societal norms, complex 

characters, and compelling narrative. However, it also faced significant challenges and attempts at 

censorship due to controversial themes and content. The public’s reception of literary masterpieces 

has been far from tranquil. Rather, it has been a journey marked by turbulence, characterised by 

impassioned outcries and contentious debates. Despite celebrating its artistic prowess and cultural 
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significance, the novel has found itself embroiled in controversy. It has been subjected to vehement 

criticism and even calls for censorship. Thus, by scrutinising the societal, cultural, and educational 

ramifications of attempts to stifle access to literary treasures, we forward an appeal for 

reconsideration. By dissecting the multifaceted layers of these controversies, the aim is to shed light 

on their profound impact on society at large. Through our comprehensive analysis, we endeavour to 

unravel the enduring relevance and significance of the work, transcending the immediate context of 

banning to illuminate its enduring importance in the literary landscape and its resonance in 

contemporary discourse. Censors have subjected this work to censorship due to its portrayal of 

sensitive topics such as profanity, racism, and adolescent angst. Critics argue that the content of the 

works is unsuitable for young readers and may promote negative behavior. However, defenders of the 

novel contend that they serve as important reflections of the human experience, sparking critical 

discussions about societal norms, freedom of expression, and the power of literature to provoke 

thought and empathy. 

The Multi-Faceted Lens of Censorship 

The banning of The Catcher in the Rye is a contentious topic that reflects societal attitudes 

towards literature and censorship. Published in 1951, J.D. Salinger’s novel has often been both 

celebrated and criticized for its candid portrayal of teenage angst and rebellion. The reasons for 

banning or challenging the book vary but often revolve around its language, sexual content and 

themes of rebellion. Some argue that the book’s profanity and discussions of sexuality are 

inappropriate for young readers, while others find its depiction of teenage rebellion and 

disillusionment as potentially dangerous or subversive. In educational settings, the novel has been 

both praised for its honest portrayal of adolescence and condemned for its perceived negative 

influence on young minds. Peter J. Seng describes “when an irate school superintendent, parent, 

discovers what the children have been reading in the classrooms and decides that something must be 

done to keep English courses moral” (1961: 203). When a parent discovers what is being taught in 

classrooms and decides that action must be taken to keep English classrooms away from this book. 

The school administration conducted a review of the English curriculum to assess the inclusion of 

The Catcher in the Rye. Teachers decided to support censorship, arguing, “Why expose sweet and 

innocent students to the filth of modern literature? They’ll soon enough discover how ugly the world 

is. Let’s protect them as long as we can” (Steinle, 2002: 99). Despite its critical acclaim, the novel 

continues to be one of the most frequently banned books in schools and libraries across the world. 

The ban raises important questions about the role of literature in society, the boundaries of free 

speech, and the responsibility of educators and parents in guiding young readers. It prompts 

discussions about censorship, individual rights, and the value of confronting difficult or controversial 

topics through literature. 

In December 1980 horrifying episode took place, Mark David Chapman with a copy of 

Salinger’s novel in his pocket, murdered John Lennon, with a desire akin to Holden for saving others 

from life struggles. Upon being condemned, the assassin read aloud the passage that begins with 

“anyway, I keep picturing all these little kids” and ends with “I’d just be the catcher in the rye and 

all” (pp. 224-25). Critics often use the killing of John Lennon as a pivotal moment to voice their 

objections. They argue that Chapman’s actions serve as a stark illustration of the potential dangers 

associated with the themes and messages conveyed in the novel. In one of the instances, “vigilant 

parent, imploring the President of the United States summarily to fire anyone writing such a book” 

(Stephen Whitfield, 1997: 566). They contend that the protagonist Holden Caulfield’s disillusionment 
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with society and his rebellious nature could be misinterpreted or misapplied by impressionable 

individuals, leading them to engage in acts of violence or rebellion against societal norms. They 

suggest that the novel’s portrayal of adolescent angst and rebellion is without clear resolutions. This 

lack of moral guidance within the narrative may contribute to disregard for societal norms and values. 

They argue for a more critical examination of the messages conveyed in such texts and advocate for a 

greater emphasis on responsible storytelling that considers the broader societal implications of its 

themes and characters. As a result of this “Salinger’s novel does not appear to have been kept off the 

shelves in Concord (like Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn was) but did cause enough of a stir to make 

the short list of the most banned books in school libraries, curricula, and public libraries” (Justin 

Kaplan, 1966:268-69).This tragic event underscores the profound impact literature can have on 

individuals, even in the most disturbing of circumstances. Chapman’s choice to carry and recite 

passages during such a heinous act highlights the complex and sometimes unsettling relationship 

between literature, identity, and actions. It raises questions about the influence of art on individuals’ 

perceptions and behaviors, as well as the responsibilities of authors in shaping the minds and actions 

of their readers. 

Critics view Holden’s behavior and worldview as morally problematic or even immoral. One 

aspect of the novel that prompts moral scrutiny is Holden’s propensity for lying and deception. 

Throughout the story, Holden frequently fabricates stories, exaggerates events, and manipulates 

others. His dishonesty is evident in his interactions with characters like Mr. Spencer, whom he 

deceives about his expulsion from Pencey Prep, and Sally Hayes, whom he convinces to go on a date 

under false pretenses. Some readers viewed Holden’s dishonesty as immoral, representing a betrayal 

of trust and integrity. Holden’s attitudes towards authority figures and societal norms also invite 

moral scrutiny. He expresses contempt for those he perceives as “phony,” including teachers, 

classmates, and even his own family members. His rebellion against authority manifests in his refusal 

to conform to societal expectations, as seen in his decision to leave Pencey Prep and his disdain for 

conventional paths to success. While Holden’s defiance may be interpreted as a rejection of hypocrisy 

and conformity, it can also be seen as a refusal to take responsibility for his actions. Another source 

of moral ambiguity in the novel is Holden’s interactions with sexuality and intimacy. He frequently 

fixates on sexual topics and experiences discomfort with the idea of physical intimacy, as evidenced 

by his encounters with sex workers and his conflicted feelings towards Jane Gallagher. Holden’s 

attitudes towards sex and relationships are complex and often contradictory, reflecting his confusion 

and insecurity about his own identity and desires.  

Furthermore, the novel’s use of profanity and explicit language has been a subject of moral 

controversy since its publication. Holden’s frequent use of swear words and vulgar language may be 

interpreted as a reflection of his rebellious nature and his desire to shock and provoke others. 

However, some readers may find such language offensive or inappropriate, particularly in the context 

of a novel that is often taught in educational settings. The novel drew vehement objections from many 

parents due to its protagonist’s vulgar language, erratic conduct, and anti-social demeanor. One of the 

“father said Salinger used language’ no sane person would use’ and accused the university of 

corrupting the moral fibers [sic] of our youth.” (Whitfield, 578). In response to these protests, 

numerous schools, public libraries, and bookstores opted to remove the book from their shelves, as 

Holden Caulfield was deemed an unsuitable role model by conservative adults of the era. “In 1973 

the American School Board Journal called this monster best seller” the most widely censored book in 

the United States” (Stephen Whitfield, 1997: 574). Salinger’s book has encountered numerous bans 

over the years. According to Time magazine, the book got challenged in the United States from 1961 
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to 1982. Additionally, there have been subsequent waves of challenges in 2005 and 2009. The 

American Library Association corroborates these claims, noting that schools and public libraries have 

prohibited the novel for a variety of reasons. It included unrefined language, voluptuous scenes, 

moral issues and violence. Salinger, in a rare published commented that: 

I’m aware that many of my friends will be saddened and shocked, or shock-saddened, over some 

of the chapters in The Catcher in the Rye. Some of my best friends are children. In fact, all my best 

friends are children. It’s almost unbearable for me to realize that my book will be kept on a shelf 

out of their reach (Diane Telgen, 1998:1).  

The Enduring Appeal 

The uproar surrounding the book undeniably played a role in its allure among young readers, 

as it became the forbidden fruit within the realm of literature. The controversy and debate generated 

by its themes, characters, and language sparked curiosity among the youth. The book’s portrayal of 

teenage rebellion and existential angst coincides with adolescents who identified with its 

protagonist’s struggles. Moreover, the rebellious reputation of the book enhanced its appeal, as young 

readers are often drawn to literature that challenges societal norms and conventions. Due to the 

tumultuous controversies surrounding his writings, Salinger withdrew from the New York literary 

scene in the 1960s, seeking solace in the tranquil community of Cornish, New Hampshire, where he 

led a remarkably private life, shunning the spotlight. Despite his reluctance to engage with the media, 

a significant body of critical and biographical literature has emerged, providing insight into Salinger 

and his relatively sparse literary output. 

Despite stirring controversy upon its initial publication The Catcher the Rye, depicting three 

turbulent days in the life of a troubled sixteen-year-old, swiftly became a sensation. “In the 1950s, the 

wildfire popularity of The Catcher in the Rye, several million copies were sold in the first ten years, 

paralleled the rapid rise of the teenager as a new social category and marketing niche in the United 

States” (Adam Golub, 2021). Within a fortnight of its release, it soared to the top of The New York 

Times best-seller list and was a Book-of-the-Month Club selection. Its popularity endured for years, 

particularly among adolescents and young adults, drawn to its bold, rebellious style and anti-

establishment sentiments. The adolescents “may not know the words, but they can hum along with 

the malady. … They, too, long for the role of adolescent saviour” (Stefan Kanfer, 1972: 50-51). Since 

its publication, it is considered an influential text for young readers across the country due to its 

sincere and candid depiction of contemporary American teenage life. Salinger’s book serves as a 

critique of post-World War II society, using the rebellion and turmoil experienced by a teenage 

protagonist to highlight its flaws. Holden’s lack of respect for any authority or friends and his endless 

depression stems from 1950s and 1960s post-war-culture and social conditions. 

Through the character’s angst, author takes aim at a society consumed by self-righteousness 

and fixated on achieving the hollow promise of perpetual prosperity through “American Dream.” 

Salinger portrays this pursuit as devoid of genuine significance. Salinger’s biographer Ian Hamilton 

explained why: “A feature of the youthquake was, of course, that students could now tell their 

teachers what to read”. He contends that the novel’s broad recognition and praise have cemented its 

position as a literary masterpiece and an important contribution to American literature. He also notes 

that by the mid-1950st he novel had “become the book all brooding adolescents had to buy, [and on 

campuses]t he indispensable manual from which cool styles of disaffection could be borrowed (1969: 

80)”.  
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Among the Americans, Howells was greatly interested in the impact of reading novels on 

young individuals. He preferred realistic novels in the United States, underscoring that truthful 

portrayal of material cannot be considered immoral. According to this standard, The Catcher in the 

Rye is unquestionably not an immoral work. It is more than just a novel; it’s a window into the 

complexities of adolescent life. Salinger’s work doesn’t shy away from the raw, unfiltered realities of 

growing up. It captures the struggles, confusion, and rebellion that many teenagers experience. 

Through the protagonist, Salinger offers search for meaning in a world that is often indifferent or 

hypocritical. The honesty and authenticity of the book resonate with readers, allowing them to see 

themselves reflected in its pages. In this way, the book is not immoral but rather a truthful and 

empathetic representation of the adolescent experience. Conversely, the strong attraction this book 

holds for young people stems from its misdirected criticism. 

I think, to the fact that it is a valid, “realistic” representation of the adolescent world. Some parents 

and teachers may object to Holden’s thoughts, language, and activities as “immoral”; but I doubt 

that modern adolescents are as innocent of these things as those parents and teachers suppose. The 

adults would do better to mount their moral attack not against the novel but against the 

interpretation that it may be given in the classroom. If that interpretation is not a “truthful 

treatment of material”-that is, a truthful treatment of the realities of life-then adults ought to be 

exercised far more than they are” (Seng: 204).  

Many of the objections about book are not based on a very close examination of the text. 

Instead, they stem from preconceived notions or misconceptions about the book.  These objections 

arise from a misunderstanding of the historical and cultural context in which the novel was written. It 

was a time of post-war disillusionment and societal upheaval. Salinger’s portrayal of teenage angst 

and rebellion must be understood within this context, as it reflects the broader concerns and anxieties 

of the time. Helen Frangedis has pointed out that: 

many of the objections I hear are not based on a very close look at Catcher, parents occasionally 

ask questions … Will my child be able to look beyond the obscenities and discover Salinger’s 

moral statements? Or will my child miss the point-as many adults have and come away merely 

entertained by this rebellious cynic named Holden Caulfield? My response to this last question is, 

No … it demands structure, guidance, and strong teaching. The teacher must facilitate not only an 

appreciation of the novel’s literary merits but also a proper understanding of its controversial 

elements (1988:72). 

Many objections stem from surface-level interpretations or misconceptions about its content. 

A closer examination of the text reveals a nuanced and thought-provoking exploration of adolescence 

and the human condition.  

The question of the association of the killing of John Lennon with Holden is irrational for 

several reasons. Firstly, Holden Caulfield, the protagonist is a fictional character and does not exist in 

real life. Therefore, any connection between Holden and real-world events, such as the killing of a 

Lennon, is purely coincidental and lacks any factual basis. Holden is depicted as a troubled teenager 

and not as a violent or homicidal. He expresses disdain for phoniness in society but does not 

demonstrate any intent or inclination towards committing acts of violence. This association is 

unfounded and illogical, as it conflates fiction with reality and overlooks the multifaceted nature of 

real-world events and human behavior. Chapman killed because he wanted the Lennon innocence to 

be preserved in the same way Holden wanted to protect the fate of revered brother Allie. However, 



Kurukod Journal of Education and Social Science  |  Vol. II, No. 1|  August 2024 
Nazki, Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye 

 

61 
 

the assassin was not a conscientious reader, as Holden himself realizes on the carousel that children 

must be left to navigate their own paths and cannot be shielded from the inevitable trials of life: “The 

thing with kids is, if they w ant to grab for the gold ring, you have to let them do it, and not say 

anything. If they fall off, they fall off” (126). Chapman’s decision to kill John Lennon, a member of 

the Beatles, cannot be attributed to a conscientious reading of the novel. Instead, it reflects 

Chapman’s distorted interpretation of the novel and his own troubled psyche. Chapman’s actions 

were driven by a misguided belief that committing a violent act would somehow bring him closer to 

the ideals he perceived in Holden Caulfield. 

Profanity of Language 

The objection to the profanity of language in The Catcher in the Rye is a common one, often 

stemming from concerns about appropriateness, particularly for younger readers. However, it’s 

important to consider the context in which Salinger uses profanity throughout the novel. Salinger 

employs profanity as a literary device to authentically capture the voice and mindset of the 

protagonist. Holden’s use of profanity reflects his disillusionment with the adult world and his 

struggle to find authenticity in a society he perceives as phony. The language he uses is integral to 

conveying his feelings of frustration, alienation, and rebellion against societal norms. The portrayal of 

profanity serves to emphasize the raw and unfiltered nature of adolescent emotions. By including 

profanity in the dialogue and narration, Salinger creates a sense of immediacy and realism that 

resonates with readers, particularly young adults who may relate to Holden’s experiences. The use of 

profanity also underscores the novel’s themes of authenticity and honesty. Salinger does not 

sugarcoat Holden’s language or experiences but instead presents them in a raw and unvarnished 

manner. This unflinching portrayal adds depth and authenticity to the narrative, allowing readers to 

engage with the novel on a more meaningful level. While objections to the profanity in the novel are 

understandable, it’s essential to recognize that Salinger’s use of language serves a specific purpose 

within the context of the novel. Rather than detracting from the literary merit of the work, the 

profanity contributes to its overall impact and resonance with readers, making it a powerful and 

enduring piece of literature. 

There is a scope for elucidating the global appeal of the book by delving into its linguistic 

characteristics. The novel’s resonance stems from its adept utilization of adolescent slang language. 

Salinger’s masterful incorporation of adolescent slang enriches the authenticity of the narrative, 

effectively capturing the vernacular expressions and colloquialisms prevalent among teenagers. By 

immersing readers in the linguistic nuances of adolescence, Salinger creates a sense of immediacy 

and relatability, drawing readers into the protagonist’s world with remarkable intimacy. The novel’s 

enduring popularity hinges on its ability to authentically capture the linguistic cadence of adolescence 

while delving into the timeless themes of identity, alienation, and the quest for meaning. By 

seamlessly intertwining language and culture, Salinger’s masterpiece transcends temporal and spatial 

boundaries, forging a deep and enduring connection with readers around the globe. P. Costello 

argues, “We can see the language of The Catcher in the Rye is informal and colloquial art show of 

American teenagers. It has typical, common features and individuality; it is vulgar, slang and lack of 

accuracy, with imitation marks, without losing the creativity”. (1959: 172) 

Holden Caulfield holds a strong aversion towards certain expressions, exemplified by his 

fervent efforts to erase the phrase “Fuck you” from places where young people might encounter it. 

His disdain for this expression stems from its portrayal of the sexual act in a negative light, distorting 
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it into something inherently malevolent. “As far as the sexual explosion is concerned, I suspect a lot 

of what you’ve heard i s just noise. “Sex” still remains a mystery to the adolescent. I have no cure, 

only consolation: someone has passed this way before” (Kanfer, 1972: 51-52). Kanfer comments that 

when it comes to the portrayal of sex the novel, what is heard is just exaggerated chatter. The novel 

delves into the complexities of adolescent sexuality, but it’s important to recognize that Holden 

Caulfield’s perspective is filtered through his own experiences and perceptions. While the novel 

addresses the topic of sex, it does so with nuance and sensitivity, reflecting the confusion and 

curiosity that many adolescents feel. It’s essential to approach discussions about sexuality in the 

novel with an understanding of its context and themes, rather than relying solely on sensationalized 

interpretations. Moreover, Holden perceives such language as having the potential to corrupt the 

impressionable minds of the youth, reflecting his concern for preserving innocence and shielding 

them from the harsh realities of adulthood. This attitude underscores Holden’s desire to protect the 

purity and integrity of childhood, highlighting his ongoing struggle against the phoniness and moral 

decay he perceives in the adult world. 

CONCLUSION 

The controversy surrounding J.D. Salinger’s novel reflects broader debates about censorship 

in society. Despite its enduring popularity and critical acclaim, the novel has faced challenges due to 

its portrayal of sensitive topics and language deemed inappropriate by some. However, these 

challenges have sparked discussions about the societal, cultural, and educational implications of 

censorship, as well as the enduring significance of the work itself. As we continue to navigate these 

complex issues, it is imperative to consider the value of open dialogue, critical thinking, and the 

preservation of literary treasures in shaping our understanding of the world and ourselves. The 

enduring success of the novel despite censorship attempts underscores the resilience of literature and 

the power of storytelling to transcend attempts at suppression. Attempts to censor have only served to 

increase its cultural impact and significance. Challenging a book often piques curiosity and generates 

interest among readers. People may seek out the novel precisely because it has been censored, leading 

to increased sales and exposure. It continues to resonate with readers of all ages. Its themes of 

adolescent alienation, identity, and societal disillusionment are timeless and relatable, ensuring its 

enduring popularity. The novel provides valuable insights into the experiences of teenagers and offers 

opportunities for meaningful discussions about important social and psychological issues. Censorship 

has played a significant role in its success, allowing it to remain relevant and influential despite 

efforts to silence it. By embracing freedom of expression and open dialogue, society has ensured that 

the novel’s impact will endure for generations to come. 

 

REFERENCES 

Burrows, D. J. (1969). Allie and Phoebe. In H. Bloom (Ed.), Holden Caulfield (p. 80). Chelsea 

House. 

Costello, D. P. (1959). The language of The Catcher in the Rye. American Speech, 34(3), 172–181. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/454038 

Frangedis, H. (1988). Dealing with the controversial elements in The Catcher in the Rye. The English 

Journal, 77(7), 72–75. http://www.jstor.org/stable/818945 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/454038
http://www.jstor.org/stable/818945


Kurukod Journal of Education and Social Science  |  Vol. II, No. 1|  August 2024 
Nazki, Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye 

 

63 
 

Golub, A. (2010, January 30). American adolescent. Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/2010/01/30/j-d-

salinger-catcher-in-the-rye-pop-culture-opinions-contributors-adam-golub 

Kanfer, S. (1972). Holden today: Still in the rye. Time, 7, 50–51. 

Kaplan, J. (1966). Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain (pp. 268–269). Simon & Schuster. 

Salinger, J. D. (1951). The Catcher in the Rye. Little, Brown and Company. 

https://simontechnology.org/ourpages/auto/2013/1/23/53406450/Catcher%20in%20the%20Rye

%20Text.pdf 

Seng, J. P. (1961). The fallen idol: The immature world of Holden Caulfield. College English, 23(3), 

203–209. http://www.jstor.org/stable/373007 

Steinle, P. H. (2002). In cold fear: The Catcher in the Rye censorship controversies and postwar 

American character (1st ed.). Ohio State University Press. 

Telgen, D. (Ed.). (1998). Overview: The Catcher in the Rye. In Novels for Students (Vol. 1). Gale. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1430000313/LitRC 

Whitfield, S. J. (1997). Cherished and cursed: Toward a social history of The Catcher in the Rye. The 

New England Quarterly, 70(4), 567–600. http://www.jstor.org/stable/366646 

 

Article History 

Received: May 15, 2024; Revised: June 6, 2024; Accepted: June 8, 2024 

https://www.forbes.com/2010/01/30/j-d-salinger-catcher-in-the-rye-pop-culture-opinions-contributors-adam-golub
https://www.forbes.com/2010/01/30/j-d-salinger-catcher-in-the-rye-pop-culture-opinions-contributors-adam-golub
https://simontechnology.org/ourpages/auto/2013/1/23/53406450/Catcher%20in%20the%20Rye%20Text.pdf
https://simontechnology.org/ourpages/auto/2013/1/23/53406450/Catcher%20in%20the%20Rye%20Text.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/373007
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1430000313/LitRC
http://www.jstor.org/stable/366646

