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ABSTRAKT 

Tato diplomová práce se zabývá komparativní analýzou úzkosti u mladistvých, konkrétně 

tím, jak je tato tematika zobrazena ve dvou románech o dospívání: Kdo chytá v žitě 

od J. D. Salingera (1951) a Ten, kdo sedí v koutě od Stephena Chboskyho (1999). 

Teoretická část představuje psychoanalytické teorie Sigmunda a Anny Freudových, 

existenciální koncepce Sørena Kierkegaarda a Jeana-Paula Sartra, psychosociální teorii 

Erika Eriksona a sociokulturní přístupy k adolescenci. V rámci kapitoly o narativních 

technikách a literárních prostředcích jsou rozebrány vyprávění v první osobě, proud vědomí 

a epistolární formát, stejně jako symboly a metafory spjaté s úzkostí. Zároveň tato kapitola 

ozřejmuje, jakou roli v této tematice hraje prostředí. Pro účely kontextualizace práce dále 

představuje historický vývoj zobrazení úzkosti v literatuře a také vývoj Bildungsromanu 

v období, kdy vznikla analyzovaná díla. Poslední teoretická kapitola pak objasňuje, čím byli 

Salinger a Chbosky ovlivněni při tvorbě svých románů. Praktická část tyto teoretické rámce 

aplikuje na oba Bildungsromany, přičemž zkoumá, jak každý z nich vyjadřuje vnitřní 

konflikty charakteristické pro dospívání. Kromě vývojových teorií analýza rovněž 

zohledňuje, jak různé narativní strategie ovlivňují čtenářské vnímání úzkosti a vnitřních 

konfliktů protagonistů. Praktická část dále podává výčet nejdůležitějších symbolů a metafor, 

které hrají roli v tematizaci úzkosti. Prostřednictvím textové analýzy tak práce zkoumá 

přetrvávající téma dospívající úzkosti, nabízí pohled na jeho literární význam a zabývá se 

jeho širším dopadem na diskurz o identitě dospívajících. 
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ABSTRACT 

This diploma thesis presents a comparative analysis of teenage angst as depicted in two 

seminal coming-of-age novels: J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951) and Stephen 

Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower (1999). The theoretical framework is grounded 

in the psychoanalytic theories of Sigmund and Anna Freud, existential perspectives from 

Søren Kierkegaard and Jean-Paul Sartre, Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory, 

and sociocultural approaches. In the chapter on narrative techniques and literary devices, 

the thesis examines the use of first-person narration, stream of consciousness, and epistolary 

form, as well as the symbols and metaphors associated with anxiety. In addition, it explores 

the role of setting within this topic. Subsequent chapters provide contextual background 

by outlining the historical development of the literary depiction of teenage angst 

and the evolution of Bildungsroman during the period in which both works were written. 

The final theoretical chapter clarifies the influences that shaped the authors when creating 

their respective novels. The practical part applies these frameworks to both Bildungsromans, 

examining how each novel articulates the internal struggles that define adolescence. 

Beyond developmental theories, the analysis also considers how the distinct narrative 

strategies shape the reader’s perception of the protagonists’ angst and internal conflicts. 

Furthermore, it enumerates the most important symbols and metaphors that play a role 

in conveying angst. Through this close textual analysis, the thesis explores the enduring 

theme of teenage angst, offering insights into its literary significance and its broader impact 

on the discourse surrounding adolescent identity. 

 

KEYWORDS 

Salinger, Chbosky, teenage angst, adolescent identity, comparative analysis  



Table of contents  

1 Introduction ................................................................................................................... 8 

2 Theoretical part ............................................................................................................ 10 

2.1 Defining teenage angst ........................................................................................ 10 

2.1.1 Psychoanalytic perspective .......................................................................... 10 

2.1.2 Existential philosophy’s perspective ........................................................... 11 

2.1.3 Psychosocial perspective ............................................................................. 12 

2.2 Sociocultural perspectives on adolescence .......................................................... 13 

2.2.1 Cultural norms and expectations ................................................................. 13 

2.2.2 Social support system .................................................................................. 14 

2.2.3 Cultural tools ............................................................................................... 15 

2.3 Angst in 20th-century and contemporary literature ............................................. 17 

2.4 Narrative techniques and literary devices for expressing angst .......................... 21 

2.4.1 Narrative techniques .................................................................................... 21 

2.4.2 Literary devices ........................................................................................... 25 

2.5 Coming-of-age novels as a genre ........................................................................ 29 

2.6 The Perks of Being a Wallflower and The Catcher in the Rye ............................ 32 

3 Practical part ................................................................................................................ 37 

3.1 Psychoanalytic perspective .................................................................................. 39 

3.1.1 Ego, Id, Superego ........................................................................................ 39 

3.1.2 Defence mechanisms ................................................................................... 43 

3.2 Existential philosophy perspective ...................................................................... 49 

3.3 Psychosocial perspective ..................................................................................... 51 

3.4 Sociocultural perspective ..................................................................................... 53 

3.4.1 Cultural norms and expectations ................................................................. 53 



3.4.2 Social support system .................................................................................. 56 

3.4.3 Cultural tools ............................................................................................... 59 

3.5 Narrative techniques and literary devices ............................................................ 62 

4 Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 77 

Sources ................................................................................................................................ 80 

Vyjádření k využití nástrojů umělé inteligence ................................................................... 83 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 

 

1 Introduction  

Adolescence, marked by psychological evolution and emotional turmoil, has long served 

as a rich subject for literary exploration. Nearly everyone who has ever engaged with literature 

has experienced or witnessed the journey through adolescence, making its themes universally 

relatable. One of the most defining aspects of this stage is teenage angst – a ubiquitous sense 

of alienation and inner conflict that echoes in the narratives of many coming-of-age novels. 

This thesis examines how two such works capture this phenomenon: J.D. Salinger's 

The Catcher in the Rye (1951), perhaps the most renowned example of adolescent 

disillusionment, and its contemporary counterpart, S. Chbosky's The Perks of Being 

a Wallflower (1999), which explores similar themes of trauma and self-discovery in a late-20th-

century context. Though Chbosky wrote his work decades later, both novels continue 

to resonate with readers, suggesting that while the external world changes, the core struggles 

of growing up remain.   

This thesis consists of two main parts. The first part is dedicated to establishing the theoretical 

foundations. It, therefore, offers a detailed explanation of the psychanalytic (S. Freud, 

A. Freud), existential (S. Kierkegaard, J.P. Sartre), psychosocial (E. Erikson) and sociocultural 

perspectives that can be used to help interpret adolescent behaviour and emotional 

development. Because a critical distinction lies in the narrative techniques of the two works, 

the theoretical part also discusses the effectiveness of first-person narrative, stream 

of consciousness and epistolary format in conveying emotions. Additionally, it elaborates 

on the literary devices used for expressing angst, in particular, symbols, metaphors and the role 

of setting. Apart from these foundations later used in the practical part, for contextual reasons, 

it provides the evolution of coming-of-age novels as a genre, the history of teenage angst 

in literature as well as biographical and literary influences on the two works.  

The second (practical) part applies these theoretical frameworks to a comparative analysis of 

The Catcher in the Rye and The Perks of Being a Wallflower, structured to mirror the theoretical 

part.  It investigates the protagonists’ inner conflicts, the narrative strategies that help the reader 

understand the emotions and the influence of literary devices on externalising their 

psychological struggles. While doing so, this work aims to address the following research 

questions: 1. In what ways do Salinger and Chbosky convey the psychological and emotional 

intricacies of teenage angst through their main characters? 2. Does the historical and cultural 

backdrop of each novel influence the depiction of adolescence? 3. In what manner do 
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the authors’ narrative styles and literary techniques deepen the readers’ comprehension 

of Holden’s and Charlie’s inner lives? 4. What similarities and differences are evident 

in the portrayal of teenage angst in both novels? My hope is that these questions will facilitate 

an exploration of universal and culturally specific aspects of teenage angst from both 

psychological and literary points of view.  
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2 Theoretical part  

2.1 Defining teenage angst 

This chapter examines the theory behind angst in psychoanalysis, existential philosophy, 

and psychosocial theory. It explains the respective definitions of angst and its connection 

to adolescence.  

2.1.1 Psychoanalytic perspective 

Psychoanalysis is a field that revolutionised the understanding of the human mind. Sigmund 

Freud, who is considered its father, presented the structure of the psyche1 and divided it into Id, 

Ego and Superego (Gay, 1988). The Id is the most primitive part, present from birth. It functions 

on the pleasure principle and seeks immediate satisfaction of instinctual urges like hunger 

and aggression or sexuality. As Id operates unconsciously, it ignores the rules of society 

or logic. The Ego emerges from the Id and operates on the reality principle, balancing the Id’s 

wants and the constraints of reality. The Ego is responsible for rational thoughts, decision-

making and, if needed, delaying gratification. Unlike the Id, the Ego functions both consciously 

and unconsciously. Lastly, the Superego represents internalised values, often picked up from 

parental authority. It acts as a moral guide, instilling emotions such as pride or guilt based on 

our actions (Freud & Strachey, 1989). 

Freud argues that these three parts interact constantly, generating conflict and tension that evoke 

angst. During the teenage years, the clashes between these three components intensify. The Id 

drives impulsive urges like rebellion and risk-taking, the Superego provides societal 

and parental rules, and the Ego, caught in the middle, struggles to balance these forces, 

often causing anxiety. To manage it, individuals (and in this case, adolescents) use defence 

mechanisms, meaning “all the techniques which the Ego makes use of in conflicts which may 

lead to a neurosis” (Freud, 1936, p. 110). Anna Freud (1954), in The Ego and the Mechanisms 

of Defence, further expanded her father’s ideas to show how such defences develop with age. 

Key defence mechanisms relevant to the topic of this thesis include (Freud A., 1954): 

 

 

 
1 In his work The ego and the id, originally published in 1923. 
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• Repression: Blocking negative memories or unacceptable impulses from conscious 

awareness (e.g., a teenager that represses memories of childhood trauma).  

• Denial: Avoiding acknowledging painful aspects of the environment by “reversal of the real 

facts into their opposite” (Freud A., 1954, p. 100) (e.g., a teenager denying that they 

are affected by social rejection).  

• Sublimation: “The displacement of the instinctual aim in conformity with higher social 

values” (Freud A., 1954, p. 56), or, in other words, channelling socially unacceptable 

impulses into productive outlets (e.g., a teenager that vents his negative emotions through 

sport).  

• Rationalisation: Devising logical explanations to justify behaviours or feelings that might 

be otherwise unacceptable (e.g., a teenager who failed a test blames it on it being too hard 

or unfair).  

Adolescents use these defence mechanisms to handle both internal and external conflicts. 

However, overreliance on them can cause maladaptive behaviours, such as constant avoidance 

of problems or identity diffusion. Nevertheless, teenage angst is not just a sign of a disorder 

but rather a normal reaction to the challenges of growing up (Freud A., 1954).  

2.1.2 Existential philosophy’s perspective  

Existential philosophy offers a complementary view on angst, seeing it as a fundamental part 

of being human. To existentialists, angst arises when humans face life’s inherent ambiguity, 

freedom, and responsibilities. Adolescence, the bridge from childhood to adulthood, is full 

of these existential challenges and, therefore, brings about a higher dose of angst.  

Søren Kierkegaard, an early existential philosopher, explored the relationship between anxiety 

and freedom. In The Concept of Anxiety (1844/2014), he described angst as “the dizziness 

of freedom that emerges when spirit wants to posit the synthesis, and freedom now looks down 

into its own possibility and then grabs hold of finiteness to support itself” (p. xi). For teenagers, 

this freedom comes with questions such as: Who am I? What is my purpose? What is my future? 

Still, Kierkegaard saw angst not as a negative force but as a condition that facilitates growing 

up. The loss of childhood innocence forces adolescents to confront life’s ambiguity and their 

mortality, leading to uneasiness but it is this uneasiness and anxiety that serves as a catalyst 

for personal growth. Kierkegaard’s idea of the "qualitative leap" (2014), the transition from 

possibilities to action, parallels a teen’s path from dependence to autonomy. Angst here is the 

emotional reaction to the heaviness of this task.  
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Jean-Paul Sartre (1943) builds on Kierkegaard, suggesting that humans are "condemned 

to be free”. This intense freedom means people do not have any predetermined paths, but rather 

that they create their meanings through their own choices. However, “the essential consequence 

[…] is that man being condemned to be free carries the weight of the whole world 

on his shoulders; he is responsible for the world and for himself as a way of being” (p. 643).  

This responsibility for creating and owning one’s choice is what Sartre calls anguish. 

During adolescence, anguish is particularly intensified, often leading to choice paralysis 

in fear of making wrong moves. As a result, adolescents might reject their freedom to escape 

accountability. An example would be a teenager giving in to peer pressure and abandoning their 

authenticity for the sake of belonging.  Nevertheless, existential angst is not just for teens; 

it is central to being human. It makes us face life’s absurdity and meaninglessness, pushing 

us towards self-awareness and authenticity (Sartre, 1943).  

2.1.3 Psychosocial perspective 

Erik Erikson’s theory connects psychoanalytic and existential views, providing a way 

to understand teen angst through development. In his stage of identity vs. role confusion 

(Identity: Youth and Crisis, 1968), Erikson highlights adolescence as a quest for answers: 

Who am I and where do I fit in? The main elements of this stage include: 

• Identity formation: Adolescents experiment with roles, beliefs, and relationships that 

define them. Erikson (1968) describes the ultimate goal of identity formation as “the very 

courage to be an independent individual who can choose and guide his own future” (p. 114). 

• Role confusion: A fragmented self-concept, where “the young person counterpoints rather 

than synthesizes his sexual, ethnic, occupational, and typological alternatives and is often 

driven to decide definitely and totally for one side or the other” (Erikson, 1968, p. 87). 

• Psychosocial moratorium: A “prolongation of the interval between youth and adulthood” 

(Erikson, 1968, p. 143) and “a delay of adult commitments, […] a period that is characterized 

by a selective permissiveness on the part of society and of provocative playfulness on 

the part of youth, and yet it also often leads to deep, if often transitory, commitment on 

the part of youth, and ends in a more or less ceremonial confirmation of commitment on the 

part of society” (Erikson, 1968, p. 157).  

If this stage of confusion remains unresolved, it may lead to chronic angst, which can manifest 

itself as indifference, alienation or even defiance. For example, a teenager unable to find their 

identity can feel disconnected from friends or society, leading to isolation and despair. 
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Erikson’s theory (1968) thus stresses the role of social and cultural contexts in shaping one’s 

development. While angst is a universal experience, how it is expressed and resolved depends 

on factors such as family relationships, friendships, and expectations placed on the particular 

individual.  

To conclude, psychoanalysis traces angst back to internal conflicts; existentialism links it 

with freedom, and psychosocial theory focuses on identity formation. Combined, they view 

angst as (1) a developmental necessity, where anxiety drives maturation and the development 

of defence mechanisms (Freud, 1936), (2) a catalyst, forcing the confrontation 

with life’s ambiguity (Kierkegaard, 1844; Sartre, 1943) and (3) a crossroad, where identity 

crises are prerequisites for adulthood (Erikson, 1968).  

2.2 Sociocultural perspectives on adolescence 

A sociocultural perspective sees adolescence as a period where development is “a dialectical 

process that emerges from the relation between an individual and his or her historical, cultural, 

and social environment” (Vadeboncoeur & Padilla-Petry, 2020, p. 1). This dialectical process 

creates both opportunities and challenges for adolescents as they navigate their developing 

identities. This subchapter explores three key areas: (1) cultural norms and expectations, 

(2) social support systems and (3) cultural tools (e.g., literature, music and media). All three 

areas are critical for understanding the context of adolescent angst in the later analysis 

of the two chosen novels, as they can help elucidate where the angst originates and what it can 

be either exaggerated or lessened by.  

2.2.1 Cultural norms and expectations 

Societal norms and cultural expectations shape adolescent behaviour, for they define what 

is considered acceptable or desirable within a given culture (Arnett, 2018). These norms often 

impose rigid rules for self-expression, which can lead to angst if an individual voluntarily 

or involuntarily breaks them. An example includes gender roles, where for males, cultural 

norms emphasise emotional stoicism, physical strength and dominance and discourage 

vulnerability. As DeGue et al. (2023) note, “[i]nternalization of culturally dominant masculine 

gender role norms can have harmful impacts on the physical and emotional health of men 

and boys” (p. 1). This suppression of emotions can lead to mental health problems, 

such as aggression or, on the other hand, shutdown and depression. For females, cultural norms 

often emphasise compliance and appearance. As Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) suggest, 

“girls and women are typically acculturated to internalize an observer’s perspective 
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as a primary view of their physical selves” (p. 1), which can lead to “mental health risks 

that disproportionately affect women: unipolar depression, sexual dysfunction, and eating 

disorders” (p. 1). However, as Eagly and Wood (2013) argue, the shifts towards gender equality 

and the deconstruction of binary gender roles have created opportunities for adolescents 

to express themselves without the fear of judgment and pursue non-traditional interests. 

While gender roles are not the only example of cultural norms and expectations, 

they demonstrate their importance and influence during the adolescent identity period and their 

contribution to angst.  

2.2.2 Social support system  

The second sociocultural perspective is connected to the individual’s support system, which, 

depending on its quality and level of influence, can either lessen or worsen angst in adolescents. 

The social support system is further divided into family, peers and mentors with respect 

to support systems present in the novels The Catcher in the Rye and The Perks of Being 

a Wallflower.  

Human development is profoundly influenced by the interactions between individuals and their 

environments, with family having a primary role (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 35). The family 

environment is the most immediate and intimate setting and plays a critical role in shaping 

adolescent’s emotional and psychological development. Positive family environments that 

are “warm2,…firm, and…supportive of…child’s growing sense of self-reliance” (p. 125-126) 

help adolescents to “be better able to develop the ability to regulate his feelings, thoughts, 

and behaviors” (p. 126). In such environments, adolescents are more likely to feel secure, 

valued and capable of navigating the challenges of growing up without excessive anxiety. 

On the other hand, dysfunctional families that are neglectful or provide inconsistent parenting 

can contribute to mental health problems. Adolescents growing up in these environments 

may experience lower self-esteem, increased anxiety or difficulty forming healthy relationships 

(Repetti, Taylor, & Seeman, 2002).  

Peer relationships also become increasingly important during adolescence. According to Lerner 

and Steinberg (2009), peers provide opportunities for intimacy (including romantic and sexual 

relationships), validation, and development of social skills. Peer pressure, however, can have 

both positive and negative effects (Brown & Larson, 2009).  Positive peer pressure 

 
2Warm meaning “affectionate, generous with praise, and responsive to […] children’s emotional needs” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 126). 
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may encourage academic motivation and prosocial behaviours, like participating 

in extracurricular activities (e.g., sports) (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Carlo, 2006). 

Negative peer pressure usually happens when trying to conform and, by doing so, avoid social 

rejection. A common example is substance abuse, as adolescents are likely to experiment 

with alcohol and drugs if their peers also engage in these behaviours (Borsari & Carey, 2001). 

Additionally, bullying and aggression are also influenced by peer pressure, and so are risky 

sexual behaviours, such as unprotected sex (Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Prinstein & Dodge, 

2008). The impact of peer pressure is influenced by various factors, such as the characteristics 

of the particular group and individual differences (self-esteem or parental bonds) 

(Brown & Larson, 2009).  

Lastly, mentors, in the broadest sense of the word, provide additional support that complement 

family and peers. Mentoring is, in many ways, similar to therapy: “The most important 

commonality,[…], is that both relationships involve a human connection whose explicit goal 

is to foster the positive development of one of the partners” (Rhodes, 2002, p. 79) 

and “[w]hen positive change comes about in the client or protégé, it is often the result of an 

empathic bond with the therapist or mentor” (p. 79).  Mentors offer guidance and 

encouragement, which can enhance adolescents’ development. Mentors also serve as role 

models, helping adolescents navigate challenges and develop a sense of purpose 

(DuBois & Karcher, 2013). Mentoring relationships are particularly beneficial to individuals 

who lack one of the two other components of social support, providing direction and lessening 

existential angst.  

2.2.3 Cultural tools  

Media3, including movies, television, as well as print media have long played a role in shaping 

adolescents’ perceptions of society and its values. As Bandura’s (2001) Social Cognitive Theory 

posits, it is because individuals learn behaviours and norms by observing others, which includes 

characters in movies or literature. Therefore, what the media portrays serves as an example 

of what is normal or desirable. However, these portrayals often create unrealistic expectations, 

contributing to feelings of angst, inadequacy or disillusionment, particularly among adolescents 

in the identity formation stage (Erikson, 1968; Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2017).  For example, 

the media has historically promoted narrow and often unattainable beauty standards, impacting 

 
3 Nowadays, naturally, consisting mainly of social media. However, the focus of this thesis is on the years between 

circa 1950s and 2000s, where this was not the case, and therefore, further description of social media is omitted 

by the author.  
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adolescents’ self-esteem and body image. At the end of the 20th century, the ideal woman was 

extremely thin, and the ideal man was muscular, leading to disordered eating 

(Harrison & Hefner, 2006). The pressure to conform to these ideals can lead to angst 

as adolescents struggle to attain them. Moreover, media also shapes the perception of success, 

often focusing on material wealth, fame or other superficial qualities. Teen-oriented movies, 

such as Clueless (Heckerling, 1995), depicted success as a combination of popularity, physical 

attractiveness and romantic relationships. Such unrealistic expectations often fall short, leading 

to disappointment, frustration or angst from not doing well enough (Twenge, 2014).  

At the same time, cultural tools provide adolescents with a way to express themselves 

and explore their identity. Alternative music genres, grunge, and the rise of rock and roll have 

historically allowed adolescents to channel their angst, rebel against societal norms, and express 

their unique identities (Arnett, 2012). Similarly, literature can be a valuable tool, as it enables 

adolescents to relate to characters who go through similar experiences and feel similar 

emotions, particularly those of confusion and angst. By engaging with these cultural tools, 

adolescents find validation for their experiences and feel less alone. From this point of view, 

cultural tools are not only the source of angst but also a way of navigating and overcoming it.  
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2.3 Angst in 20th-century and contemporary literature  

The previous chapters examined teenage angst through a developmental lens, exploring both 

its psychological and social dimensions. In this chapter and those that follow, the focus will be 

shifted to its literary representation, discussing its evolution, narrative techniques, 

literary devices, and the coming-of-age genre. This literary section will conclude with 

an introduction to the two novels used in the practical analysis, featuring their literary 

and biographical influences. 

The theme of angst has been a persistent motif in literature for centuries. However, as the novels 

analysed in the practical part of this thesis are connected to the 20th century, this chapter focuses 

specifically on the evolution of angst during this era. It examines key literary works 

from the 20th century that explore angst, providing a contextual framework for understanding 

its portrayal in the selected works. Moreover, it touches upon angst in contemporary literature, 

showing new trends in its portrayal.  

The 20th century was a period of upheaval connected to industrialisation and secularisation. In 

addition, WWI and WWII strengthened the trauma of global conflicts, contributing 

to a pervasive sense of angst. The devastation of the two World Wars undermined faith 

in the moral and cultural foundations of Western civilisation, leading to widespread 

disillusionment and existential uncertainty. In literature, modernist works emerged in the early 

20th century as a response to the rapid changes and traumas of the time. According to Abrams 

and Harpham (1999), “[t]he catastrophe of the war had shaken faith in the moral basis, 

coherence, and durability of Western civilisation and raised doubts about the adequacy 

of traditional literary modes to represent the harsh and dissonant realities of the postwar world” 

(p. 167). An example can be found in T.S. Eliot’s poem The Waste Land, where the constant 

anxiety of that era is summarised in one line: “I will show you fear in a handful of dust” 

(Eliot, 1922, line 30). The poem reflects the fragmentation and disillusionment of the era with 

its disjointed structure and bleak imagery consisting of spiritual emptiness and cultural decay. 

Similarly, the works of writers like Virginia Woolf and James Joyce often depicted characters 

struggling with inner turmoil and the breakdown of traditional values. Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway 

(1925) is a seminal work that shows the psychological effects of the war through the character 

of Septimus Warren Smith, a shell-shocked veteran. The famous quote: “The world has raised 

its whip, where will it descend?” captures his constant state of anxiety and fear throughout 

the novel, as he feels perpetually under threat. Ultimately unable to bear this sense of impending 

doom, he ends his life, highlighting the fact that the end of war did not come without 
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its consequences. A different modernist work, Ulysses (Joyce, 1922), explores angst primarily 

through the novel’s protagonist, Leopold Bloom4. As a Jewish man in predominantly Catholic 

Dublin, he is an outsider experiencing alienation. This alienation is further compounded 

by his personal struggles, including the infidelity of his wife and the loss of their son. 

Bloom’s internal monologues reveal his feelings of loneliness, existential unease 

and displacement, which are also mirrored in the fragmented and nonlinear structure of 

the work.  

Postmodernism (mid-20th century) followed similar tendencies as authors dealt with 

unprecedented sociopolitical, technological and existential challenges. Building on 

the disillusionment of early modernist works, post-World War II literature increasingly 

depicted angst not merely as an individual psychological state but as a systemic condition 

shaped by collapsing ideologies, institutional power structures and globalisation. Thus, this era 

can be analysed through these four components: postmodern scepticism, Cold War paranoia, 

identity politics and global ecological anxiety, each contributing to angst palpable in the works 

of that time.  

The postmodern turn, emerging in the aftermath of World War II, rejected the Enlightenment-

era belief in universal truths and progress, a shift termed as “incredulity toward metanarratives” 

(Lyotard, 1979/1984). “[T]he experience of Nazi totalitarianism and mass extermination, 

the threat of total destruction by the atomic bomb, the progressive devastation of the natural 

environment, and the ominous fact of overpopulation” (Abrams & Harpham, 1999, p. 168) had 

irrevocably undermined faith in narratives such as nationalism, religion or scientific rationality. 

Postmodern literature responded by destabilising narrative coherence, embracing 

fragmentation, intertextuality, and dark humour to criticise the inadequacy of traditional 

narratives. 

Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) exemplifies this scepticism. The novel’s 

protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, becomes “unstuck in time”, experiencing events non-linearly, 

a narrative technique that conveys the impossibility of providing a rational historical account 

of the Dresden firebombing. Vonnegut’s use of science fiction (e.g., Tralfamadorian aliens) 

further challenges the idea that meaning is solely based on human perspectives, proposing that 

trauma can have effects that do not follow a straightforward cause-and-effect pattern. 

 
4 Further exploration of the work would reveal other characters grappling with angst, such as Stephen Dedalus. 

However, as this work is only used as an example in a broader context, Leopold Bloom is chosen as the 

representative. 
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Similarly, Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (1973) deconstructs WWII as a complex 

conspiracy driven by corporate and military interests. Its fragmented plot and paranoid tone 

reflect Fredric Jameson’s (1991) assertion that postmodernism emerged from the “cultural 

logic” of late capitalism, where history is reduced to a series of commodified and recycled 

images.  

The Cold War (1947-1991) introduced existential threats, such as nuclear annihilation, 

surveillance states and ideological polarisation, that reshaped literary angst into a collective, 

systemic phenomenon. Authors criticised the absurdity of bureaucratic systems, condemning 

institutional power as both irrational and omnipresent. Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961) 

epitomises this critique. The novel is based on the paradox present in the title, where a pilot 

must feign insanity to avoid combat but is deemed sane for attempting to do so, 

satirising the military’s circular logic. Characters like Yossarian, who seeks to escape the war, 

embody resistance to so-called “biopolitics” (Foucaut, 1975). Don DeLillo’s White Noise 

(1985) extends this critique to consumer culture, where “airborne toxic events” and media 

saturation numb individuals to existential dread. The protagonist’s obsession with mortality 

(“Who will die first?”) shows the paradox of living in a society that simultaneously denies5 

and commercialises death.  

The civil rights, feminist, and LGBTQ+ movements of the mid-to-late 20th century redirected 

literary angst towards struggles for recognition. Authors examined how race, gender, 

and sexuality intertwine with systemic oppression, making identity itself a source of tension. 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) retells the trauma of slavery through the haunting of Sethe, 

a formerly enslaved woman. The novel’s fragmented narrative and ghost as a symbol confront 

the consequences of racial violence, positioning angst as a result of historical ignorance. 

Morrison’s nonlinear structure uses the “time-lag” (Bhabha, 1994) of postcolonial identity, 

where the past intrudes on the present. Audre Lorde’s Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (1982) 

also blends memoir and fiction to articulate the angst of living as a Black lesbian 

in a heteronormative society. Her concept of “biomythography”6 challenges monolithic 

narratives of identity, reflecting postmodernism’s distrust of fixed categories.  

 
5 For example, when Babette, the protagonist´s wife, secretly takes Dylar, an experimental pill that suppresses 

the fear of death. 
6 A blend of biography, myth and history (e.g., her work Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (1982) is a blend 

of her own memories, Caribbean folklore and 1950s Harlem queer history). 
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By the late 20th century, globalisation and environmental crises introduced new dimensions 

to literary angst. The authors showcased the disintegration of local cultures, ecological collapse 

and the alienating effects of digital technologies. Angst, during this time, is a consequence 

of humanity’s unsustainable ways. Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) juxtaposes 

the ecological fragility with the displacement of Indigenous communities, criticising 

the development and its costs. Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake (2003) extends this critique 

to biotechnology, showing a dystopian future where corporate greed precipitates an ecological 

apocalypse. The protagonist’s isolation in a genetically engineered wasteland symbolises 

the alienation of a hyper-technologized world.  

The 21st century has not abandoned the thematic concerns of the 20th-century angst; rather, 

it amplifies them. The climate collapse and digital alienation are becoming increasingly severe, 

as are the tensions related to identity. The digital alienation is illustrated in Patricia Lockwood’s 

No One Is Talking About This, which captures the dissonance of existing simultaneously online 

and offline. Lockwood’s fragmented, tweet-like prose mirrors the cognitive overload of digital 

life, where attention never lasts and genuine connection is absent. The narrator’s eventual 

confrontation with real-world tragedy – her sister’s terminally ill child – forces her to come 

to terms with the emptiness of life in a virtual world. Here, angst emerges from the tension 

between curated online personas and the unmediated pain of real life.  

Climate crisis anxiety, on the other hand, is presented in works such as Weather (2020) by Jenny 

Offill. Lizzie, a university librarian, has a fixation on apocalyptic news while balancing 

childcare responsibilities and experiencing marital boredom. The work’s episodic structure 

reflects the scattered attention of a society in denial, unable to deal with both their daily routines 

and planetary collapse. The novel’s title becomes a metaphor for both environmental instability 

and emotional turbulence as Lizzie oscillates between numbness and hyperawareness. 

Here the climate crisis is a representative of a “hyperobject” (Morton, 2013), a phenomenon 

that is too vast to grasp and, therefore, one that is making angst pervasive but usually low-grade.  

Other topics, such as globalisation or LGBTQ+ experiences, are discussed in works like Zadie 

Smith’s White Teeth (2000) and Ocean Vuong’s On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous (2019), 

respectively.  
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2.4 Narrative techniques and literary devices for expressing angst 

As established in the previous chapter, angst has consistently appeared as a central theme in 

literature throughout different genres and historical periods. To help portray this feeling, 

authors utilise a range of narrative techniques and literary devices. This subchapter explores the 

main methods that will be used to analyse angst in the practical part, including first-person 

narration, stream of consciousness, syntax and language, the incorporation of symbols, 

metaphors as well as setting.  

2.4.1 Narrative techniques  

First-person narration and stream-of-consciousness 

First-person narration is particularly effective for exploring angst because it creates a direct 

connection between the narrator and the reader. The reality “is adopted by the character 

himself”, or in other words, is filtered through the narrator’s personal biases, which makes 

it inherently subjective (Genette, 1980, p. 39). The use of “I” helps create a sense of immediacy 

and intimacy, drawing readers into the narrator’s world, which in turn helps the reader foster 

empathy for their experiences (Abbott, 2008).  However, this technique gives way 

to the possibility of unreliability, as the narrator’s perspective may be skewed by their mental 

state or limited access to information (Booth, 1983). “If he [the narrator] is discovered 

to be untrustworthy, then the total effect of the work he relays to us is transformed” 

(Booth, 1983, p. 158) and can amplify the sense of angst as the reader is forced to navigate 

the potentially distorted view of reality. However, Abbott (2008) argues that “[o]ne important 

advantage in such narratives is that narration itself – its difficulties, its liability to be subverted 

by one’s own interests and prejudices and blindnesses – becomes part of the subject” (p. 76).  

In contrast, the stream of consciousness seeks to replicate the flow of the character’s thoughts 

and feelings, therefore delving deeper into the inner psyche. It is fragmented, mirroring 

the disorienting and chaotic nature of emotions like angst, non-linear and less coherent than 

first-person narration (Cohn, 1978). Time becomes fluid in stream-of-consciousness narratives, 

with past, present and future blending through flashbacks, associative leaps, or temporal 

distortions (Friedman, 1955). This fluidity reflects the character’s psychological state, where 

memories are often repressed and emerge involuntarily. By omitting certain external events 

or dialogue, the stream of consciousness focuses predominantly on the inner world, 

making it best suited for exploring complex psychological states, including angst.  
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Epistolary form vs traditional narrative  

The epistolary format constructs a narrative through the use of letters, diary entries, or similar 

personal writings. As these writings are private, they allow readers to engage with 

the protagonist’s inner world, often revealing unfiltered emotions, including angst. 

This intimacy of such narrative is perhaps best described with the words of Samuel Johnson 

(1788/2005):  

In a man’s letters, you know, […], his soul lies naked, his letters are only the mirror of his breast; 

whatever passes within him is shown undisguised in its natural process; nothing is inverted, nothing 

distorted: you see systems in their elements; you discover actions in their motives (p. 14-15).  

The epistolary format’s reliance on written documents introduces a metafictional layer, 

as characters often reflect on their own writing and its purpose, further heightening the sense 

of emotional vulnerability.  

This form allows for unreliable narration and is “…an apt instrument for fragmentary, elliptical 

writing and juxtaposition of contrasting discrete units” (Altman, 1982, p. 187), 

mirroring the feeling of angst. Finally, the epistolary form makes the reader an active co-creator 

of meaning, making him “almost as important an agent in the narrative as the writer (narrator)” 

(Altman, 1982, p. 88). This engagement can intensify the emotional connection 

to the protagonist’s feelings.  

In contrast, the traditional narrative frequently has a unified structure, typically guided 

by a first-or third-person narrator. It provides a coherent and linear progression of events, 

allowing the author to control pacing, perspective, and narrative flow. As Genette (1980) 

argues, the strength of this format lies in its ability to provide a clear, authoritative account 

of the story, with the narrator serving as a guide. This narrative authority can be particularly 

useful with complex themes, as the narrator can provide context that might be absent 

in an epistolary narrative. On the other hand, it can lack the raw immediacy of the epistolary 

form, making it less effective in conveying angst compared to the epistolary form.  

To sum it up, these are the four most highlighted differences between the epistolary 

and the traditional narrative form, with a focus on their ability to convey angst: 

1. Subjectivity vs. objectivity: The epistolary form is generally subjective and provides deep 

insight into a character’s personal experiences, making it ideal for capturing angst. 

However, its narrow focus can limit the narrative’s scope. On the other hand, traditional 

narratives offer a more objective account, which allows for the juxtaposition of individual 
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struggles with larger societal and cultural dynamics. This can help contextualise angst, 

however, often at the expense of emotional intensity (Altman, 1982; McKeon, 2000). 

2. Emotional engagement: The epistolary form creates an intimate bond between 

the protagonist and the reader, immersing them in the character’s emotions. This is ideal 

for conveying angst, though its fragmented structure can lead to the loss of narrative 

cohesion. Traditional narratives, though less personal, often provide a more polished, unified 

view but may lack emotional depth (McKeon, 2000). 

3. Temporal flexibility: Epistolary narratives often progress linearly or through retrospective 

diary entries, reflecting the immediacy of the writer’s emotional state. This temporal 

structure mirrors the intensity and immediacy of angst. Traditional narratives enable authors 

to manipulate time through flashbacks, foreshadowing, or non-linear storytelling, 

contributing to a richer narrative texture. However, this may create emotional distance 

(Abbott, 2008). 

4. The role of the reader: In epistolary narratives, the reader often assumes the role of an active 

interpreter as they piece together the story from fragmented and potentially conflicting 

sources. The reader’s engagement deepens the emotional connection to the protagonist’s 

emotions as they become the co-creator of meaning (Altman, 1982). In traditional narratives, 

the reader is guided by the narrator, who shapes the understanding of the story 

and its characters. While this can create a more cohesive and accessible reading experience, 

it may limit readers' emotional engagement and ability to form their own interpretation. 

Syntax and language  

How the author uses the syntax and language in their work shapes the reader’s experience 

and perception of the characters’ emotions. There are various devices that can help create 

an appropriate narrative voice, in this case, a voice filled with anxiety, including:  

Colloquialism and slang – are often employed to reflect the character’s authenticity, which 

is particularly useful in narratives trying to convey emotions connected to personal struggles. 

This linguistic choice sets the narrative in a specific cultural or temporal context and conveys 

immediacy and intimacy (Shermamatova et al., 2024). Informal language can also serve 

to either connect the character to their environment or, conversely, highlight their rejection 

of societal norms, further emphasising their internal conflict. A conversational tone, 
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characterised by fragmented and disarranged syntax, can help convey complex emotions, 

as it mirrors the nature of such thoughts and feelings. (Crystal, 2006; Leech & Short, 2007).  

Repetition – reflects a character’s fixation on specific words, phrases or ideas, which is typical 

when experiencing angst. Toolan (2001) notes that repetition “usually serves to change or add 

to, the emphasis on the meaning of that event. The same event is presented as more, or less, 

pleasant, innocent, or important than we had previously believed it to be” (p. 46). The cyclical 

recurrence of language or themes can mimic the repetitive, intrusive nature of anxious thoughts. 

By revisiting certain events or ideas, the narrative mirrors the character’s inability to escape 

their emotional traumas. 

Sentence structure and pacing – are crucial for conveying the intensity of a character’s 

emotional experience. Short, fragmented sentences can reflect anxiety or confusion, leading to 

an inability to articulate one’s thoughts fully. Conversely, long, flowing sentences can convey 

the feeling of overwhelm or introspection. Combining both structures in a narrative creates 

a dynamic voice that is able to capture the emotional intensity (Fowler, 1996). Pacing, 

which is closely tied to sentence structure, further enhances this effect. Rapid pacing, achieved 

through short sentences, is connected to acute feelings like panic, while slower pacing, 

created by longer sentences, reflects a meditative atmosphere of dwelling (Genette, 1980). 

This variation in pacing allows the narrative to switch between moments of heightened tension 

and reflective calm.  

Tone – significantly influences the reader’s perception of the narrative and its characters. 

Genette (1980) underscores several concepts7 that directly influence the creation and perception 

of tone in a narrative, including mood, voice, focalisation and deviations from narrative norms. 

Mood, determined by the character whose perspective orients the narrative, riddles the text 

with a specific emotional, intellectual and moral outlook, directly influencing the tone. 

Voice establishes the reader’s level of intimacy or distance from the character. Focalisation 

shapes tone based on whether it is internal or external. Internal focalisation, which filters 

the narrative through a character’s consciousness, offers a subjective and intimate portrayal 

of their inner world, making the reader’s emotional engagement high. External focalisation, 

by contrast, focuses on the character’s actions without direct access to their thoughts, creating 

 
7 Some of the concepts omitted, e.g., mimesis vs. diegesis: distinction between "showing" (mimesis) and "telling" 

(diegesis).  
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a more objective and observational tone. Finally, deviations from narrative norms can create 

specific tonal effects (such as repetition when conveying angst). 

Through the strategic use of these techniques, authors can craft a narrative voice 

that authentically captures the angst of the characters, immerses readers in their inner worlds, 

and encourages empathy for their struggles.  

2.4.2 Literary devices  

In this chapter, three primary literary devices have been selected to aid in later analysis 

of the theme of angst: symbols, metaphors, and the role of setting. The power of these devices 

lies in their ability to transform complex emotions associated with angst into tangible 

representations. Moreover, the setting acts as both a mirror and a catalyst for these emotions, 

thus externalising internal conflicts. While additional categories, such as imagery or hyperbole, 

could contribute to a more thorough analysis, they are beyond the scope (and length) of this 

thesis, which focuses on providing a comprehensive look at angst from multiple perspectives. 

Symbols and metaphors 

In literature connected to angst, authors use symbols to convey complex emotions 

and psychological states through tangible objects. Symbols enable the externalisation 

of internal struggles, providing readers with the opportunity to understand them more easily. 

Generally, two primary types8 of symbols, conventional/public symbols and private/personal 

symbols, can be distinguished (Abrams, 1999, p. 311).  However, in literature on the topic 

of angst, there are recurring symbols that can be identified and whose meaning is relatively 

stable. One of the most prominent symbols is a wasteland, a barren and desolate landscape 

representing the collapse of meaning and order. This symbol can be seen in The Waste Land 

(1922), where it is a central theme, but also in Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1953), 

where it serves as a symbolic setting. Another symbol is a storm (or rain in general), 

which stands for chaos, turmoil or breakdown (Frye, 1957). In Shakespeare’s King Lear (1606), 

the storm mirrors Lear’s internal madness and his coping with betrayal and loss. 

In Frankenstein (Shelly, 1818), the storm accompanies Vicor’s creation of the monster 

and reflects his inner conflict between science and ethical responsibility. A journey or road 

represents a search for identity and is particularly prominent in adolescent literature. On that 

journey, the protagonist must overcome challenges to achieve personal growth. 

 
8
 While conventional symbols are widely recognised, and their meaning is culturally established, private symbols 

are unique to a particular work or author, and their meaning must usually be derived from the context (Abrams, 

1999).  
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However, for the characters with existential uncertainty or difficulty finding their purpose, this 

journey is dominated by angst (Campbell, 1949). Such a journey can be seen in Jack Kerouac’s 

On the Road (1957), where it symbolises the search for meaning and authenticity amid a rapidly 

changing world filled with disillusionment. Additionally, a mirror represents the tension 

between appearance and reality and the inability to reconcile one’s inner and outer selves 

(Lacan, 1949). In The Bell Jar (1963), Esther Greenwood’s encounters with mirrors reflect 

her fragmented sense of self9, as she is unwilling to conform to traditional gender roles but does 

not feel suitable for anything else either. Other symbols connected to angst include 

but are not limited to cliffs or abysses (represent the edge of sanity and the fear of falling 

into chaos or despair), labyrinths or mazes (represent confusion and the search for meaning), 

clocks (represent the pressure of time and the fear of not achieving one’s goals), 

cages or prisons (represent confinement and the feeling of being trapped) and forests 

(represent a place of trial and transformation) (Kierkegaard, 1844; Jung, 1964; 

Heidegger, 1927/1962; Foucault, 1975; Campbell, 1949).  

While symbols serve as lasting representations of angst and its related aspects, metaphors create 

immediate linguistic connections that transform existential uncertainty into vivid imagery. 

Unlike symbols, which gain meaning through repetition and contextual relevance, metaphors 

function as direct figurative comparisons, typically expressed in a single phrase. 

Drawing on Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980/2003) theory of conceptual metaphors, which states 

that abstract ideas are understood through embodied experiences, literary metaphors for angst 

(e.g., “angst is a labyrinth”) externalise it as a tangible object. For instance, when Lear declares, 

“[t]he tempest in my mind / [d]oth from my senses take all feeling” (King Lear, Act 3, Scene 

4), he metaphorizes psychological chaos as a storm, comparing the inner turmoil with natural 

force. Similarly, in The Bell Jar (1963), Esther Greenwood’s paralysis is compared to a rotting 

fig tree, where each fig is a possibility she cannot grasp (see note 9 above). These metaphors 

differ from symbols in their linguistic immediacy; they are not sustained throughout the entire 

novel but rather consist of fleeting linguistic acts that evoke emotions (Richards, 1936).  

That being said, in many works, symbols and metaphors are not mutually exclusive but overlap, 

with a single motif functioning dually depending on the context. For example, 

 
9 Later exemplified and explained in the famous quote about the fig tree: "I saw my life branching out before me 

like the green fig tree in the story. From the tip of every branch, like a fat purple fig, a wonderful future beckoned 

and winked. …. I saw myself sitting in the crotch of this fig tree, starving to death, just because I couldn't make 

up my mind which of the figs I would choose. I wanted each and every one of them, but choosing one meant losing 

all the rest, and, as I sat there, unable to decide, the figs began to wrinkle and go black, and, one by one, they 

plopped to the ground at my feet" (Plath, 1963, p. 66).  
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the aforementioned mirror in The Bell Jar as a symbol reflects Esther’s fractured identity, 

but as a metaphor, it is employed when Esther describes her estrangement from her own identity 

(e.g., “[t]he face in the mirror looked like a sick Indian” (p. 94)).  

The role of setting  

The last literary device in this chapter, the setting, is not merely a backdrop; instead, it actively 

shapes the narrative and contributes to the emotional and psychological depth of a text. 

In the context of anxiety, the setting plays a crucial role in reinforcing feelings of unease, 

confusion or nervousness. Foster (2014) explains the importance of setting by saying, 

“Just think about the stories that really stay with you: where would they be without 

geography10?” (p. 163). At the most basic level, setting refers to “the place and collection 

of objects "against which" his [the character’s] actions and passions appropriately emerge” 

(Chatman, 1978, p. 139). However, according to Abrams and Harpham (1999), setting includes 

“the general locale, historical time, and social circumstances in which its action occurs” (p. 284) 

while also distinguishing between the overall setting and that of a particular scene, 

both of which are essential in generating atmosphere (Abrams & Harpham, 1999, p. 284-5).  

The “principal function of setting is to contribute to the mood of the narrative” (Chatman, 1987, 

p. 141), which is particularly relevant when depicting anxiety. In this respect, Robert Lidell 

(1947) distinguishes five types: utilitarian (“minimally necessary for the action, and generally 

untouched by emotion” (Chatman, 1978, p. 143)), symbolic (“stresses a tight relation with 

action; here setting is not neutral but like the action” (p. 143)), irrelevant11 (“the landscape 

is not supposed to matter” (p. 143)), countries of the mind (“the kind of inner landscape of 

Eveline’s12 reminiscences” (p. 143)) and lastly, kaleidoscopic (“a rapid shifting back and forth 

from the outside physical world to the world of the imagination” (p. 143)).  

Forster (2014) distinguishes an additional subcategory of setting: season. Seasons extend 

beyond simple weather patterns; rather, they carry a symbolic weight. Spring is associated with 

“youth, promise, new life” (Forster, 2014, p. 19) or “more abstract concepts such as rebirth, 

fertility, renewal” (p. 19), whereas autumn is “with decline and middle age and tiredness” 

(p. 174). Summer is connected “with adulthood and romance and fulfilment and passion” 

 
10 Foster (2014) divides setting into geography (physical landscapes and human-made spaces, along with their 

associated cultural and historical contexts) and seasons. 
11 With the subtype ironic, where “the setting jars with the character's emotional state or the prevailing atmosphere” 

(Chatman, 1978, p. 143). 
12 Eveline is a short story written by James Joyce and is a part of his collection Dubliners, written in 1914. In this 

story, Eveline’s inner landscape (her thoughts, emotions and memories) plays a central role in shaping the 

narrative. 
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(Forster, 2014, p. 174), and on the other hand, winter symbolises “old age and resentment 

and death” (p. 174). However, in narratives with anxiety, these seasonal elements can be 

subverted. Gloomy, oppressive summers or bleak winters can underscore the protagonist’s 

constant psychological troubles. Moreover, seasons can show the cyclic nature of angst – 

as the season repeats, so do the waves of anxiety.  
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2.5  Coming-of-age novels as a genre  

This chapter examines the evolution of the Bildungsroman (or later coming-of-age novel) from 

the 18th century to the present, providing the theoretical foundation and contextualisation 

for the two works analysed in the practical part, both of which represent this genre. It explains 

and exemplifies major subgenres of Bildungsromans, traditional motifs and typical characters, 

focusing on their connection to teenage angst.   

Bildungsroman13 is rooted in the German literary tradition, where the term was coined by Karl 

Morgenstern in the late 18th century to describe “a novel that focuses on the spiritual 

and intellectual maturation of its protagonist” (Boes, 2012, p. 1). The genre emerged 

as a response to the social and economic changes. According to Moretti (1987), 

the Bildungsroman is “the symbolic form of modernity” (p. 5), where modernity 

is “a ‘permanent revolution’ that perceives the experience piled up in tradition as a useless 

dead-weight” (p. 5). This revolution, or in other words, the tension between individual 

aspirations and societal expectations, is central to the Bildungsroman and particularly relevant 

to adolescence, a period marked by internal conflicts and self-discovery (which are key aspects 

of teenage angst).  

The evolution of the Bildungsroman reflects changing perceptions of youth and identity 

formation. In the 18th and 19th centuries, the Classical Bildungsroman, stemming from 

Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1796/1989), established “youth as the most 

meaningful part of life” (Boes, 2012, p. 3). These early works focused on the protagonist’s 

moral and psychological growth from youth to adulthood (Buckley, 1974), often portraying 

a journey towards social integration and maturity. Later, Bildungsroman branched into distinct 

subgenres, including the Erziehungsroman14, which emphasises “the youth’s training and 

formal education” (Buckley, 1974, p. 13), and the Künstlerroman, which focused on the artistic 

and intellectual awakening of an artist. Classic examples include The History of Tom Jones, 

a Foundling by Henry Fielding (1749), and Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, 

respectively.  

 
13 Buckley (1974) suggests that in English, several possible synonyms are accepted as a translation of the word 

Bildungsroman: “the novel of youth, the novel of education, of apprenticeship, of adolescence, of initiation, even 

the life-novel” (p. vii).  However, he argues, that “none of the substitutes quite replaces the label Bildungsroman” 

(p. vii) and therefore it is advisable to keep using the original term.  
14 Unlike the Classic Bildungsroman, which emphasised internal growth, the Erziehungsroman focused on the 

protagonist’s education and the role of external influences, highlighting the role of mentors, teachers and other 

institutions in shaping one’s development (Swales, 1978).  
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As the genre evolved, it increasingly addressed the internal struggles, alienation, and rebellion 

that resonate with teenage angst. The Female Bildungsroman of the 19th century, such as Jane 

Eyre (1847) and The Awakening (1899), reflected the unique challenges faced by young 

women, including restrictive gender roles or societal expectations (Abel et al., 1983). 

Similarly, the Entwicklungsroman15 expanded the scope of Bildungsroman by chronicling 

a protagonist’s broader psychological, social, and psychical development rather than a singular 

intellectual quest (Buckley, 1974, p. 13).  

By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the Zeitroman, which emphasised sociopolitical 

and cultural influence on personal growth and mirrored the tensions of the specific historical 

period, gained prominence (Moretti, 1987). For example, Middlemarch by George Eliot (1871-

72) describes the details of the political and cultural landscape of early 19th century England 

and explores topics such as political reforms (the Reform Act of 1832) and scientific progress. 

However, it was in the mid-20th century, with the rise of the Postwar Bildungsroman, 

that the genre became most closely associated with teenage angst. Influenced by war-induced 

trauma and existential uncertainty, these novels, such as J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye 

(1951) and Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar (1963), introduced protagonists who deal with 

disillusionment, alienation and the pressures to conform, all of which create adolescent angst 

(Moretti, 1987; Swales, 1978).   

During the same period, the Postcolonial Bildungsroman emerged, focusing on identity 

formation within a colonial or postcolonial context (Boehmer, 2005). Novels such as Tsitsi 

Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions (1988) and Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things 

(1997) depict young protagonists struggling to reconcile personal aspirations with cultural 

expectations, reinforcing the universal theme of self-assertion amidst external pressure. 

The late 20th century and early 21st centuries also saw the emergence of the Queer 

Bildungsroman, which explores themes of self-acceptance, family expectations and the search 

for belonging, as seen in Jeanette Winterson’s Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit (1985) 

and André Aciman’s Call Me By Your Name (2007) (Savin-Williams, 2005).  

Bildungsroman often employs plot devices to serve as a catalyst for the growth of the main 

character, forcing them to confront challenges, make choices and find their identity. Some of 

the most common plot devices include being “sent off”, alienation from family, financial 

 
15 An example includes The Forsyte Saga (Galsworthy, 1906-21), which traces the social and economic 

transformation of the Forsyte family over several decades. 
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or spiritual crises, fleeing, travel, physical punishment, heartbreak, loss and confrontation with 

death or mortality (Abel et al., 1983; Boehmer, 2005; Buckley, 1974; Moretti, 1987). 

These elements intensify the angst-ridden journey of self-discovery, making the Bildungsroman 

resonate with adolescent readers.  

Additionally, Bildungsroman characters often fit archetypes that align with the emotional 

and psychological struggles of adolescence. The Outsider, such as Esther Greenwood 

in The Bell Jar, is a character detached from society who experiences alienation and depression, 

feelings which are common to teenage angst (Plath, 1963; Buckley, 1974). The Rebel, like Starr 

Carter in The Hate U Give, rejects authority and challenges societal norms and rules 

(Thomas, 2017; Savin-Williams, 2005). The Seeker, found in characters like Santiago 

in The Alchemist, embarks on a journey to find meaning in an often chaotic world 

(Coelho, 1988/1993; Abel et al., 1983). 

Supporting characters also reinforce these themes. The Mentor provides wisdom and guidance, 

such as Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird (Lee, 1960), offering a counterbalance to 

youthful uncertainty. The Love Interest often serves as a catalyst for emotional growth, 

while the Antagonist represents the societal and familial pressures that protagonists must 

navigate (Abel et al., 1983; Moretti, 1987). The Foil character contrasts with the protagonist, 

emphasising their transformation, as seen in John Brooke from Little Women (Alcott, 1868; 

Buckley, 1974). 
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2.6 The Perks of Being a Wallflower and The Catcher in the Rye  

This diploma thesis is predominately concerned with two novels: The Perks of Being 

a Wallflower by S. Chbosky and The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger. Nowadays, 

both of these novels are considered seminal works that capture the turbulent nature 

of adolescence, and their authenticity can be attributed to the ways in which Salinger 

and Chbosky drew not only from their own lives but also from other works of literature. This 

chapter thus serves as an introduction to those books, pointing out the biographical elements 

and literary works that influenced the individual books.  

Biographical influences on J.D. Salinger and The Catcher in the Rye 

J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951) is often considered a semi-autobiographical novel 

because its parts reflect Salinger’s own experiences and struggles while growing up. 

Born in 1919 in New York City, Salinger came from an affluent but emotionally distant family, 

much like his protagonist, Holden Caulfield (Slawenski, 2010). Salinger’s teenage years were 

characterised by alienation and a search for identity, themes that run throughout Holden’s story. 

Salinger attended several prep schools, one of which was Valley Forge Military Academy, 

later serving as a model for Pencey Prep, the school Holden attends at the novel’s beginning 

(Hamilton, 1988). Salinger’s displeasure with the shallow and hypocritical adult world 

is echoed by Holden’s disdain for the “phoniness” he senses everywhere. (Salinger, 1951). 

Moreover, Salinger’s writing was deeply influenced by the Second World War, during which 

he served in the U.S. Army and took part in the D-Day invasion (1944). In April of 1945, 

Salinger lived through “the final horrors of the war” (Slawenski, 2010, p. 131) when he was 

sent with his regimen to assess the situation in the Dachau concentration camp. Slawenski 

writes: “It was a nightmare that, once entered, created an indelible pain. ‘You could live 

a lifetime,’ he [Salinger] mourned, ‘and never really get the smell of burning flesh out of your 

nose’” (2010, p. 133). The trauma he had carried from this period can be seen in Holden’s 

mental breakdown and his longing to protect the innocence of children, symbolised 

by his fantasy of being the “catcher in the rye” (Salinger, 1951/1958, p. 173). Salinger’s 

postwar struggles with mental health and his retreat from public light further highlight 

the autobiographical nature of Holden’s character, who also seeks to find solace in solitude 

(Hamilton, 1988). 
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Literary Influences on The Catcher in the Rye 

Salinger’s literary influences are evident in the structure and themes of The Catcher in the Rye. 

The novel’s stream-of-consciousness narrative style and focus on the inner life of its protagonist 

can be credited to modernist writers such as James Joyce and F. Scott Fitzgerald (Bloom, 2009). 

Like Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Salinger’s novel is a Bildungsroman 

that explores the protagonist’s psychological and emotional development. Moreover, 

“like Stephen Dedalus in James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Holden 

embraces garden varieties of “silence, exile, and cunning” as weapons in the fight against 

the world’s corruptibility” (Bloom, 2009, p. 41). Additionally, the themes of alienation 

and disillusionment echo the works of Ernest Hemingway and Fyodor Dostoevsky, 

whose characters often grapple with existential crises (Hamilton, 1988). 

Salinger’s use of colloquial language and first-person narration was groundbreaking at the time 

and helped establish a new voice in American literature – one that resonated deeply 

with teenage readers (Bloom, 2009). The novel’s candid exploration of taboo subjects 

such as mental illness, sexuality, and rebellion against societal norms paved the way for future 

works in the young adult genre (Hamilton, 1988). 

The novel’s title and central metaphor is derived from Holden’s misinterpretation of Robert 

Burns’ 18th-century poem Comin’ Thro’ the Rye. Holden imagines himself as the “catcher 

in the rye”, saving children from falling off a cliff into adulthood. This fantasy is rooted 

in his desire to save the children’s innocence because “to catch is to aid survival” (Bloom, 2009, 

p. 4). However, his sister, Phoebe, corrects him, stating that Burns’ original line is “if a body 

meet a body” rather than “catch a body”, further exemplifying Holden’s distortion of reality 

and his refusal to grow up (Salinger, 1951). Additionally, critics often draw parallels between 

Holden and Mark Twain’s Huck Finn, as both characters reject societal hypocrisy and embark 

on journeys of self-discovery, even if Holden’s retreat into urban chaos contrasts with Huck’s 

escape into nature (Bloom, 2009). If we were to talk about the central metaphor and connect 

it to Mark Twain’s work, “Huck Finn’s story, on this basis, might have been called The Meeter 

in the Rye. To meet is to be free; to catch is to aid survival, and somehow to survive” 

(Bloom, 2009, p. 4). Holden also references Romeo and Juliet when criticising Mercutio’s death 

as unnecessary, reflecting his aversion to performative heroism (Salinger, 1951). The novel’s 

structure diverges from the Classic Bildungsroman tradition (e.g., Dickens’ David 

Copperfield), rejecting a tidy coming-of-age arc and replacing it with Holden’s unresolved 

angst (Graham, 2007).  
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Biographical Influences on Stephen Chbosky and The Perks of Being a Wallflower 

Stephen Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower (1999) is influenced by the author’s 

personal experiences in a very similar manner. Born in 1970 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 

Chbosky grew up in a working-class family and struggled with feelings of isolation and self-

doubt during his teenage years. Much like the protagonist, Charlie, Chbosky was a sensitive 

adolescent who found solace in literature and music. In his own words: “I do see life the way 

Charlie does. Actually, it was writing the book that made me understand I had so many of these 

thoughts and feelings about people and the world” (Chbosky, 2001). The Perks of Being 

a Wallflower is also situated in Pittsburgh, mentioning Chbosky’s favourite places like the Fort 

Pitt tunnel, which becomes a central metaphor in the story.  

The novel’s epistolary format, written as a series of letters from Charlie to an anonymous 

friend16, was inspired by Chbosky’s relationship with Stewart Stern, a lecturer at the University 

of Southern Caroline and the author of the screenplay for the film A Rebel without a Cause. 

He first met him when he was 17 years old; unfortunately, soon after, Stern suffered from 

a heart attack. Chbosky “wrote him a letter just to let him know that he had changed 

my [Chbosky’s] life and how grateful I was to him. But I didn’t sign my name because I didn’t 

want him to think I was just trying to get an agent or something like that. And it took him a year 

and a half to find me and figure out that it was me” (NPR, 2012). Moreover, 

Chbosky “didn’t want it to read like a book, so much as an honest one-on-one conversation” 

(Shooting, 2017) and “it was the most intimate way to talk directly to the reader” 

(Shooting, 2017).  

Additionally, Chbosky’s experiences as a teenager in the 1980s, a time of cultural and social 

change, inform the novel’s setting and its exploration of issues such as sexuality, drug use, 

and the search for identity. 

Literary Influences on The Perks of Being a Wallflower 

Chbosky’s literary influences throughout The Perks of Being a Wallflower can be attributed to 

various authors. His writing style and the protagonist, Charlie, are often compared to Salinger’s 

The Catcher in the Rye. However, Chbosky, in his interview for LAYouth, states: “I did, in part, 

reference The Catcher in the Rye as a tribute. But no more than This Side of Paradise, 

On the Road, and a host of other books that I loved growing up. I can see how people could 

 
16 In his interview with Linda Wertheimer, Stephen Chbosky jokingly admits that he does know who the 

anonymous friend is and that he is “happy to give it [the name], except there have been 12 really great theories, 

and I [Chbosky] don't want to take 11 of them away” (NPR, 2012).   
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compare Charlie to Holden Caulfield. At the same time, I think they are very different people 

with unique problems and perspectives”17, and adds: “I was not trying to mimic his style 

as a writer” (Beisch, 2001). These differences in the protagonists can be seen in their narrative. 

While Holden’s narrative is cynical and disillusioned, Charlie’s voice is hopeful and resilient, 

reflecting Chbosky’s more optimistic worldview. Moreover, while The Catcher in the Rye 

is often seen as a critique of societal norms and the loss of innocence when getting older, 

The Perks of Being a Wallflower emphasises the importance of connection, empathy, and self-

acceptance. Charlie’s journey ultimately leads to healing and growth, whereas Holden’s story 

ends more ambiguously. That being said, Salinger’s work is still clear in the book, if only 

by Charlie’s direct references to Holden (Bloom, 2009).  

As mentioned above, throughout The Perks of Being a Wallflower, Charlie mentions several 

literary works that play a role in his emotional and intellectual development. These books reflect 

Charlie’s inner struggles and enable him to understand his own experiences. One of the most 

frequently mentioned works is To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee. After he reads it, 

Charlie states, “I have finished To Kill a Mockingbird. It is now my favorite book of all time…” 

(Chbosky, 1999, p. 12).  

Another key reference is F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. Although there is no particular 

reason stated for this book, Charlie could see himself in Gatsby’s idealism and his longing 

for a better future but also be warned by the tragic consequences of Gatsby’s inability to let go 

of the past. This duality mirrors Charlie’s own struggles with trauma and his efforts to reconcile 

his past with his present.  

Chbosky also includes references to Hamlet by William Shakespeare, which Charlie reads 

for his English class. Charlie’s fascination with Hamlet’s introspection and existential 

questioning mirrors his own search for meaning and identity. The play’s exploration of grief, 

revenge, and moral ambiguity allows Charlie to examine his own emotions and relationships: 

“It has also helped me while I’m trying to figure out what’s wrong with me. It didn’t give 

me any answers necessarily, but it was helpful to know that someone else has been through it. 

Especially someone who lived such a long time ago” (Chbosky, 1999, p. 73).  

 
17 Stephen Chbosky, “Interview with Stephen Chbosky, author of The Perks of Being a Wallflower”, Interview 

by Ann Beisch, LA Youth, November–December 2001. Accessed February 19, 2025 at 

http://www.layouth.com.https://www.layouth.com/interview-with-stephen-chbosky-author-of-the-perks-of-

being-a-wallflower/. 
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Finally, Charlie’s English teacher, Bill, introduces him to various literary works, including 

The Stranger by Albert Camus, The Fountainhead by Ayn Rand and Naked Lunch by William 

S. Burroughs, that are not commented on further; however, by their nature, they all shape 

Charlie’s critical thinking about themes that burden him, such as alienation and life 

complexities.  
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3 Practical part  

The practical part of this thesis consists of a comparative analysis of angst in two novels: 

The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger and The Perks of Being a Wallflower by S. Chbosky. 

It draws on the theoretical part and follows a similar structure, first examining the theme 

of angst from psychoanalytic, existential, psychosocial, and sociocultural perspectives before 

analysing narrative techniques and literary devices which help to convey it effectively.  

I chose these two novels because they offer a candid representation of adolescent struggles, 

particularly those marked by angst and alienation. Moreover, they explore both the evolving 

aspects of teenage angst shaped by their respective cultural contexts – the post-World War II 

1950s and the late 20th century – and its universal features, such as the search for identity 

or longing for connection. Together, these novels provide a solid foundation for exploring 

the complex nature of teenage angst.  

The Catcher in the Rye, published in 1951, is a well-known coming-of-age novel that follows 

the life of Holden Caufield, a frustrated and confused teenager. After being expelled 

from his fourth prep school, Holden leaves campus early and wanders through New York City. 

Over the course of a few days, he struggles with feelings of alienation and a deep disdain 

for the adult world, which he perceives as “phony.” His angst comes from his difficulty 

adapting his youthful idealism to the realities of adulthood. While wandering, Holden meets 

with a range of characters who reveal different aspects of his personality. His younger sister, 

Phoebe, is one of the few people Holden truly admires and connects with, as she embodies 

the qualities Holden desperately wishes to preserve in the otherwise corrupt18 world. 

Other important characters include his brother D.B., a screenwriter who has “sold out” 

to Hollywood; his late brother Allie, who died of leukaemia and whose memory haunts Holden; 

Mr. Antolini and Mr. Spencer, his former teachers; and Sally Hayes, with whom Holden briefly 

considers running away.  Holden’s wandering is a compilation of misadventures and emotional 

breakdowns, eventually resulting in a moment of vulnerability. After secretly visiting Phoebe 

at home, he reveals his fantasy of being the “catcher in the rye”, a protector who saves children 

from falling off a cliff into the corrupted adult world. The novel concludes with Holden 

in a mental institution, reflecting on his experiences. Though he remains ambivalent about 

his future, there is a glimmer of hope and willingness to reconnect with the world: “A lot 

of people … keep[] asking me if I’m going apply myself when I go back to school next 

 
18 In The Catcher in the Rye, the corrupt world represents the insincere, materialistic, conformist, superficial and 

morally compromised society.   
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September. 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, 1958, p. 128).  

The Perks of Being a Wallflower, published in 1999, offers a more contemporary view 

of teenage life. The novel is told through the letters of Charlie, a sensitive introvert, starting 

his freshman year of high school and follows one year in his life. In the beginning, 

Charlie struggles with depression, anxiety and unresolved trauma. The suicide of his friend, 

Michael, and the lasting effects of childhood sexual abuse done by a person he loved the most 

– his Aunt Helen weigh heavily on him, shaping his fragile sense of self. Charlie’s journey 

takes a turn when he meets Sam and Patrick, two final-year students who befriend him. 

Sam becomes a source of unrequited love but also life wisdom for Charlie. Her confidence 

and advice help him navigate his feelings and insecurities, and their shared moments show 

Charlie that he can, in fact, belong and is not destined to “be a wallflower”. Patrick, 

Sam’s stepbrother, is charismatic and openly gay, showing Charlie the power of self-acceptance 

and courage to be different. Patrick’s resilience in dealing with his own struggles offers Charlie 

hope that he, too, can overcome his. As the school year progresses, Charlie’s relationships 

with Sam, Patrick, and Bill, his English teacher and mentor, help him to become less shy 

and more outgoing. However, his unresolved trauma eventually surfaces, leading to 

a breakdown. The novel ends on a somewhat positive note, with Charlie having gone through 

intensive therapy in the hospital after his breakdown, ready to face life in all its complexity: 

“…believe that things are good with me, and even when they’re not, they will be soon enough” 

(Chbosky, 1999, p. 230).  
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3.1 Psychoanalytic perspective  

As established in the theoretical part, angst arises from the tensions between the Ego, Id, 

and Superego. This chapter analyses these three components first from Holden’s and then 

Charlie’s perspectives, suggesting their similarities and differences. Additionally, it explores 

the defence mechanisms employed by both protagonists to cope with their feelings of angst.  

3.1.1 Ego, Id, Superego 

Holden 

In The Catcher in the Rye, Holden’s angst, viewed through Freud’s structural model 

of the psyche, is caused by his dominance of the Id. This dominance can be seen 

in his impulsive decisions, which are evident from the beginning of the novel, when Holden 

decides to leave Pencey Prep without any future plans, avoiding the consequences 

of his academic failures: “…I was flunking four subjects and not applying myself and all. 

They gave me frequent warning to start applying myself…but I did not do it. So I got the ax.” 

(p. 6). This pattern of escapism is recurring, as Pencey is the fourth school he got “kicked out 

of” (p. 13). His impulsivity continues when he visits Mr. Spencer, his history teacher, 

but quickly regrets it, as he feels out of place and alienated: “The minute I went in, I was sort 

of sorry I’d come…I just couldn’t hang around there any longer, the way we were 

on the opposite sides of the pole…” (p. 11,20). Unable to bear the loneliness, Holden abruptly 

leaves for New York: “I’d get the hell out of Pencey - right that same night and all. I mean 

not wait till Wednesday or anything... It made me too sad and lonesome” (p. 66). Holden’s Id 

driven behaviour is further exemplified by his tendency to lie, such as when he fabricates a story 

about having a brain tumour to Mrs. Morrow19 on the train. He admits: “I’m the most terrific 

liar you ever saw in your life... If I’m on my way to the store to buy a magazine … I’m liable 

to say I’m going to opera” (p.22). His impulsivity extends to other reckless decisions, including 

checking into the Edmont Hotel without a plan, inviting a prostitute into his hotel room, fleeing 

Mr. Antolini’s apartment, deciding to run away west, visiting Phoebe at school, and taking 

Phoebe to the carousel. These actions reflect his inability to control his desires 

and his unwillingness to think about the consequences.  

Moreover, Holden has many emotional outbursts, further exemplifying the prevalence of the Id. 

After his brother Allie’s death, he reacts violently: “I broke all the goddam windows 

with my fist, just for the hell of it” (p. 50). Similarly, when Stradlater, Holden’s roommate, 

 
19 The mother of his classmate from Pencey Prep.  
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returns from a date with Jane Gallagher and refuses to answer whether he had sex with her, 

Holden physically attacks him: “I tried to sock him, with all my might … so it would split 

his goddam throat open” (p. 56). His aggression is not always physical, and, sometimes, 

it manifests verbally, like when he lashes out at Sally Hayes after she rejects his idea of them 

running away together: “You give me a royal pain in the ass, if you want to know the truth.” 

(p. 173).  At a different time, when Maurice, the elevator operator, demands more money 

than the prior agreement stated, Holden refuses: “I told him to go wash his own moron face – 

which was a pretty childish thing to say, but I was mad as hell” (p. 59). These outbursts reveal 

his struggle to process emotions appropriately. Lastly, Holden’s obsession with preserving 

children’s innocence, symbolised by being “the catcher in the rye”, reflects Id’s influence 

as well. He imagines saving children from falling off a cliff, thus shielding 

them from the corruption of adulthood: “What I have to do, I have to catch everybody if they 

start to go over the cliff” (p. 224).  

The second component of Holden’s psyche, his Ego, is constantly strained as it tries to balance 

the Id’s impulsive desires with societal expectations and his moral convictions. This internal 

struggle is present throughout the whole novel. For example, in the quote about his compulsive 

lying, he acknowledges that this behaviour is wrong, but his Ego fails to reconcile the Id-driven 

desire with his Superego’s moral judgement, leaving him in a cycle of lies. The tension is also 

apparent in Holden’s encounter with Sunny, the prostitute. Initially prompted by Holden’s 

desire for intimacy, controlled by the Id, his Superego soon wins, and he becomes 

uncomfortable. He pays Sunny without them having any physical intimacy, reflecting a win 

of his conscience. Holden’s encounter with Mr. Antolini, his English teacher at Elkton Hills, 

is another example of the Ego struggling to balance his need for guidance (Id) with his fear of 

vulnerability. When Mr. Antolini touches Holden’s head while he sleeps, he reacts with panic, 

fleeing the apartment: “Boy, I was shaking like a madman… When something pervert like that 

happens, I start sweating like a bastard. That kind of stuff’s happened to me about twenty times 

since I was a kid. I can’t stand it” (p. 251). Holden’s response can be seen as a result of his fear 

of the violation of innocence, which he associates with “perverty” behaviour. He would rather 

reject Mr. Antolini’s care than engage in the adult world’s moral ambiguities.  

Holden’s Superego is underdeveloped and inconsistent, further complicating his internal 

conflicts. While he despises “phoniness” and values authenticity (e.g., criticising his brother, 

D.B.: “Now he’s out in Hollywood, D.B., being a prostitute” (p. 4).), he frequently contradicts 

his own moral standards. An example is, again, his compulsive lying. However, there are still 
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moments where the Superego wins, such as when he gives money to the nuns at the station, 

despite initially wanting to spend it on himself: “They let me give them ten bucks 

as a contribution. They kept asking me if I was sure I could afford it and all” (p. 143). This act 

of generosity reflects a rare alignment between his actions and his moral principles.  

Charlie 

On the other hand, in The Perks of Being a Wallflower, the Superego is the most dominant force 

in Charlie’s psyche. His moral conscience drives most of his behaviour, as he strives to live 

up to his standards. If he does not, he suffers from an overwhelming sense of guilt and angst. 

Throughout the novel, Charlie experiences these emotions even in situations for which 

he is not responsible. For instance, after defending himself in a fight he did not start, Charlie 

feels intense guilt and even cries: “I just don’t understand why Sean wanted to hurt me. I didn’t 

do anything to him. I am very small. That’s true. But I guess Sean didn’t know I could fight” 

(p. 14). Thus, his Superego makes him place everybody else above his own well-being, leading 

to constant overthinking and distress. His selflessness is further evident in his interaction with 

Sam. When she asks him what he thought after her breakup with Craig, he responds: “I thought 

that your being sad was much more important to me than Craig not being your boyfriend 

anymore. And if it meant that I would never get to think of you that way, as long as you were 

happy, it was okay” (p. 216). Sam was the most important person to him, and he loved her, 

so this confession shows a strict adherence to his moral principles, even at the expense of his 

desires.  

Charlie’s Superego also manifests in his relationship with Mary Elizabeth and Patrick. 

He suppresses his own feelings to avoid hurting others, as seen when he passively continues 

his relationship with Mary Elizabeth despite him not particularly wanting to: “After we had 

done everything you can do from the stomach up, I lay down on the floor, and Mary Elizabeth 

put her head on my chest…Thank God we heard the automatic garage door opener when 

we did” (p. 138). Similarly, when Patrick kisses him during a low moment, Charlie allows it, 

later explaining to Sam: “I was just trying to be a friend” (p. 217). Both of these moments 

exemplify his need to please others, even when it conflicts with his own well-being. 

The Superego’s influence is revealed even in his irrational guilt over his Aunt Helen’s death. 

Regardless of the logical explanations from his family, he keeps blaming himself: 

“Despite everything my mom and doctor and dad have said to me about blame, I can’t stop 

thinking what I know. And I know that my Aunt Helen would still be alive today if she just 

bought me one present like everybody else. She would be alive if I were born on a day that 
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didn’t snow” (p. 101). This guilt reflects the Superego dominance in that it assigns little weight 

to rational thought and focuses only on what he perceives as moral failure.   

While the Superego governs much of Charlie’s behaviour, his Id occasionally surfaces, 

revealing his repressed impulses. One key moment occurs during the game of Truth or Dare 

when Charlie’s Id finally overpowers his Superego. When asked to kiss the prettiest girls 

in the room, he chooses Sam instead of his “girlfriend”, Mary Elizabeth: “The truth is that when 

Patrick dared me, I knew that if I kissed Mary Elizabeth, I would be lying to everyone. Including 

Sam. Including Patrick. Including Mary Elizabeth. And I just couldn’t do it anymore. 

Even if it was part of a game” (p. 147). This act of honesty marks a turning point in Charlie’s 

emotional state. Charlie’s Id also emerges when he sees a boy named Dave dance with a girl 

that he raped a day prior: “…I got really mad. It kind of scared me how mad I got. I thought 

about walking up to Dave and really hurting him…” (p. 41). But Sam called him down, so he 

“decided to do the next best thing and let the air out of Dave’s tires” (p. 41). Charlie’s 

experimentation with drugs and alcohol further loosens the Superego’s control, allowing the Id 

to resurface. Under the influence of these substances, his thoughts become unfiltered: “I don’t 

really know what I’m saying. I probably shouldn’t write this down because I’m still seeing 

things move” (p. 105). These experiments provide a temporary escape from his guilt and 

constant overthinking. Lastly, the Id influence helps Charlie to finally reveal his feelings for 

Sam right before she leaves for the summer: “…after everything she said, I figured that I should 

just do what I wanted to do. Not think about it. Not say it out loud. And if she didn’t like it, 

then she could just say so. So, I kissed her” (p. 218).  

The Ego, as the mediator, struggles to balance the demands of the Superego and the Id. 

While often overshadowed by the Superego’s dominance, the Ego occasionally surfaces, 

particularly in Charlie’s attempts to process his traumatic memories. For instance, while his 

Superego insists on blaming himself for Aunt Helen’s death, the Ego starts to question the 

irrational guilt. By the end of the novel, Charlie acknowledges: 

And we could all sit around and wonder and feel bad about each other and blame a lot of people 

for what they did or didn’t do or what they didn’t know. And I did do that for a while, but then I 

just couldn’t anymore. Because it wasn’t going anywhere. Because it wasn’t the point. I’m not the 

way I am because of what I dreamt and remembered about my Aunt Helen (p. 226-7).  

This realisation marks Ego’s win and Charlie’s progress towards acceptance. The Ego is also 

present in Charlie’s reaction to physical conflicts. After a fight with Sean in the cafeteria, he 

reflects: “The truth is I could have hurt him a lot worse” (p. 14). Similarly, after he fights with 
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Brad and his friends, he says to Brad: “If you ever do this again, I’ll tell everyone. And if that 

doesn’t work, I’ll blind you” (p. 163).  These statements demonstrate the role of the Ego in 

balancing Charlie’s aggression (Id) and his moral principles (Superego), allowing him to act 

defensively without going too far.  

In conclusion, Charlie and Holden embody contrasting psychological struggles. Holden’s 

psyche is dominated by his Id, driving his impulsivity, emotional outbursts and his inability 

to reconcile his desires and the harsh reality of growing up. His underdeveloped Superego and 

overwhelmed Ego leave him feeling alienated and angsty. In contrast, Charlie’s psyche 

is controlled by his Superego, resulting in his extreme guilt and selflessness. Though the Id 

sometimes surfaces, it is mainly in emotional situations or when Charlie is intoxicated. His ego 

is often overshadowed, but when it isn’t, it helps reduce his anxiety. In the end, both character’s 

Egos find a greater balance, showing a potential for a less turbulent future. However, 

Holden and Charlie acknowledge that you can never tell what will happen.   

3.1.2 Defence mechanisms  

Holden and Charlie continually deal with angst. To help reduce it, both employ defence 

mechanisms to navigate their psychological unrest, including repression, denial, sublimation, 

and reaction formation. This subchapter compares and contrasts their use and provides 

the reasoning behind their employment.  

Repression   

Holden 

Holden’s repression is primarily centred around the death of his younger brother, Allie, 

who died several years before the events depicted in The Catcher in the Rye. Unable to fully 

process his grief and guilt, Holden deflects them with humour or sarcasm. For instance, 

when speaking about Allie, Holden focuses on his brother’s appearance rather than his 

character: “People with red hair are supposed to get mad very easily, but Allie never did, and 

he had very red hair. I’ll tell you what kind of red hair he had” (p. 24). Holden’s repression 

is further evident in his description of the night after Allie’s death20. Instead of processing his 

grief, he channels it into destructive behaviour: “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. I even tried to break all the 

windows on the station wagon we had that summer, but my hand was already broken and 

everything by that time, and I couldn’t do it” (p. 25). The physical pain becomes an outlet for 

 
20 Holden’s refusal to attend Allie’s funeral can also be seen as him repressing the permanence of Allie’s death.  
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the emotional pain he cannot confront. Even years later, Holden downplays the lingering effects 

of his grief, stating: “My hand still hurts me once in a while when it rains and all, and I 

can’t make a real fist any more--not a tight one, I mean--but outside of that I don’t care much” 

(p. 25).  Additionally, Holden’s idealisation21 of Allie serves as a form of repression, allowing 

him to avoid confronting more painful emotions: “He was two years younger than I was, 

but he was about fifty times as intelligent. He was terrifically intelligent… But it wasn’t just 

that he was the most intelligent member in the family. He was also the nicest, in lots of ways” 

(p. 24). By elevating Allie to a saintly status and repressing the other parts, he shields himself 

from the full weight of grief and guilt.  

Charlie 

Charlie’s repression is most evident in his inability to recall the details of his Aunt Helen’s 

abuse until the novel’s climax: “Because I’m starting to feel like what I dreamt about her last 

night was true. And my psychiatrist’s questions weren’t weird after all” (p. 222). Throughout 

the story, he only remembers her as kind and loving, even when recounting the exact moments 

when his abuse was happening:  

My Aunt Helen would always let us kids stay up and watch Saturday Night Live when she was 

baby-sitting …. When I was very little, I remember going to sleep, while my brother and sister 

and Aunt Helen watched Love Boat and Fantasy Island. … Maybe it’s sad that these are now 

memories. And maybe it’s not sad. And maybe it’s just the fact that we loved Aunt Helen, 

especially me, and this was the time we could spend with her (p. 23-4). 

This repression allows him to function in daily life, but it also contributes to feelings of 

confusion mixed with guilt.  

In summary, both Holden and Charlie use repression to block out painful memories, but their 

experiences differ.  Holden’s repression revolves around his brother Allie’s death, leading him 

to deflect his grief through humour and sarcasm. This fuels his cynicism and disdain for 

the phoniness of adulthood. His repression is tied to a broader disillusionment with the world 

and, ultimately, keeps him emotionally stunted. In contrast, Charlie’s repression is his most 

prominent defence mechanism and is specific to the trauma of his Aunt Helen’s abuse, 

which results in guilt, emotional dysregulation and fear of intimacy. His repression is specific 

and personal, rooted in childhood betrayal and ultimately becomes a catalyst for healing. 

While Holden’s repression perpetuates his alienation, Charlie sees it as a path towards growth: 

 
21 Klein in Envy and Gratitude (1957) argues that the idealisation of an object, person, memory or situation is a 

way to protect oneself from feelings of persecution, envy or depression.  
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“And my brother looked really sad. And my sister looked really mad. It was at that time that 

things started to get clearer because there was nobody to hate anymore after that” (p. 226).  

Denial  

Holden 

Holden frequently uses denial to protect himself from vulnerability and emotional pain. 

He insists that he does not care about being expelled from Pencey Prep or about his future, 

allowing him to maintain a façade of indifference, which, in turn, isolates him further. 

When speaking about his possible job, he posits: “I didn’t care what kind of job it was, though. 

Just so people didn’t know me and I didn’t know anybody...I’d pretend I was one of those deaf-

mutes. That way I wouldn’t have to have any goddam stupid useless conversations with 

anybody” (p. 119). By imagining a life devoid of all interaction, Holden denies his own 

loneliness and desire for meaningful relationships, therefore avoiding the risk of rejection 

or disappointment. Moreover, he uses self-deprecating remarks about himself to downplay his 

intelligence and interests. This denial allows him to avoid confronting his own potential: 

“I’m quite illiterate, but I read a lot” (p. 12) and “As a matter of fact, I’m the only dumb one 

in the family. I’m the only really dumb one” (p. 43).  

Denial as a coping mechanism further extends to Holden’s grief over his brother Allie’s death. 

He still pretends Allie is alive, talking to him like he is not really gone: “What I did, I started 

talking, sort of out loud, to Allie. I do that sometimes when I get very depressed. I keep telling 

him to go home and get his bike and meet me in front of Bobby Fallon’s house” (p. 61). 

This fantasy provides temporary relief, as he can avoid confronting the finality of his loss, 

but it prevents him from properly processing his emotions and moving forward. Similarly, 

he dismisses leaving Elkton Hill as “just quitting, sort of showing his denial and downplaying 

the significance of such an event, in turn avoiding confronting his lack of motivation 

and the consequences thereof: “I didn’t have too much difficulty at Elkton Hills… 

One of the biggest reasons I left Elkton Hills was because I was surrounded by phonies. That’s 

all" (p. 9). Adding the denial of the inevitability of growing up and his fantasy of being 

the “catcher in the rye”, it could be concluded that it is the strongest and most used defence 

mechanism in Holden’s case – he uses it to deny his vulnerability and need for connection, 

his grief, responsibility and accountability and the inevitability of change.  
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Charlie 

Charlie’s denial, like Holden’s, shields him from painful reality, though it manifests in different 

ways. For example, he also denies the inevitability of change, which stems from the desire 

to preserve connection: “It suddenly dawned on me that if Michael were still around, 

Susan probably wouldn’t be "going out" with him anymore … because things change. 

And friends leave. And life doesn’t stop for anybody” (p. 156). Moreover, the denial 

of responsibility can be found in relation to his mental health struggles as he states: “I don’t 

know if you’ve ever felt like that…That you wanted to sleep for a thousand years” (p. 104). 

His describing the feelings as a “wanting to sleep” and using vague language could suggest 

that he is reluctant to fully acknowledge the severity of his emotional pain and the fact that 

he cannot deal with it appropriately on his own.  Other areas of Charlie’s denial include 

his denial of the trauma and abuse he has faced (which is connected to the repression described 

above), and of his own needs and desires: “You can’t just sit there and put everybody’s lives 

ahead of yours and think that counts as love. You just can’t. You have to do things22” (p. 216). 

Thus, denial is used by Charlie to avoid thinking about change, the severity of his emotional 

struggles and the trauma of his past. However, it is not the most prominent defence mechanism.  

In short, while both Holden and Charlie use denial as a defence mechanism, the way they 

employ it and the impact it has on their psyche differs. Holden’s denial is broader – he rejects 

emotional vulnerability, the depth of his grief and the reality of growing up, creating a cynical 

façade to protect himself from disappointment. Charlie’s denial is more selective, focusing 

primarily on avoiding his mental health struggles connected to past trauma and the inevitability 

of change. Additionally, while denial is the primary defence mechanism for Holden, it plays 

a less dominant role for Charlie.  

Sublimation 

Holden 

For Holden, sublimation as a defence mechanism is illustrated in his famous fantasy of being 

“the catcher in the rye”, a self-appointed guardian of innocent children. Rather than directly 

confronting the adult world with all its complexities, like loss and angst, Holden channels 

his disillusionment into a protective role, in which he would save others from going through 

the painful transition of adolescence: “That’s all I’d do all day. I’d just be the catcher in the rye 

and all” (p. 104). By sublimating his emotions into this protective role, Holden focuses 

 
22 Sam talking to Charlie. 
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on an external, altruistic mission, avoiding his own internal struggles. Additionally, the very act 

of narrating his story can be considered a sublimation. The novel is a retrospective account23, 

written by Holden in a mental institution, as hinted by the sentence: “I’ll just tell you about 

this madman stuff that happened to me around last Christmas just before I got pretty run-down 

and had to come out here and take it easy” (p. 2). By recounting the story, Holden sublimates 

his emotions into a creative outlet of writing, allowing him to process his prior experiences 

and emotions.  

Charlie 

Similarly, in Charlie’s case, sublimation is most evident in the epistolary format24, 

where the letters to his anonymous friend help him process his emotions and recount 

his experiences, making writing a safe outlet for his angst: “Dear friend, I am writing 

to you because she said you listen and understand” (p. 8). Moreover, the anonymous friend 

holds a symbolic value for Charlie, as he can attribute his highest moral standards to him, 

persuading himself that such people exist: “I just need to know that someone out there listens 

and understands…I need to know that these people exist (p. 8). The fact that writing helps 

Charlie think through things can be seen in him having to stop writing when his thoughts spiral 

too much: “I have to stop writing now because I am too sad” (p. 102).  

To sum up, sublimation is present in both novels, as it allows the protagonists to navigate their 

emotions and make sense of their experiences. Holden and Charlie both use writing as a creative 

outlet, but their approaches differ. Holden recounts all his past experiences in a single, 

retrospective narrative. In contrast, Charlie’s writing process is continuous, spanning across one 

academic year, with frequency increasing in periods of high emotional intensity and pauses 

when he feels unable to confront his feelings. Additionally, Holden’s dream of being 

“the catcher in the rye” could also be considered a form of sublimation.  

Rationalisation  

Holden 

Holden frequently uses rationalisation to justify his actions and emotions, mainly when 

deflecting responsibility for his failures or when rejected. An example is the rationalisation 

of his expulsion from Pencey Prep and prior schools, where he criticises the schools and their 

 
23 See chapter 3.5 - Traditional narrative and stream-of-consciousness. 
24 See chapter 3.5 - Epistolary format.  
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students, calling them “phonies” and claiming that they only care about superficial 

achievements:  

It’s full of phonies, and all you do is study so that you can learn enough to be smart enough 

to be able to buy a goddam Cadillac some day, and you have to keep making believe you give 

a damn if the football team loses, and all you do is talk about girls and liquor and sex all day, 

and everybody sticks together in these dirty little goddam cliques (p. 78).  

This attitude allows him to maintain a sense of superiority while avoiding acknowledging 

his lack of effort and motivation. Similarly, Holden labels many people as inauthentic 

(e.g., Mr. Spencer) or sell-outs (e.g., his brother D.B.), rationalising his feelings of alienation 

and not fitting. His fear of intimacy is also masked by rationalisation, as seen when he abruptly 

ends his relationship with Sally Heyes after she rejects his idea of running away together. 

When Holden proposes his unhinged plan, Sally responds logically, pointing out: “In the first 

place, we’re both practically children. And did you ever stop to think what you’d do if you 

didn’t get a job when your money ran out? We’d starve to death” (p. 79). Instead 

of acknowledging her concerns, Holden lashes out and frames her as the problem, calling 

her a “royal pain the ass” (p. 80). This rationalisation helps him deflect from both his 

vulnerability and Sally’s rejection.  

Charlie 

In The Perks of Being a Wallflower, Charlie employs rationalisation to cope with his feelings 

of anxiety and trauma. When Patrick calls him a “wallflower”, somebody who observes things 

and keeps quiet, he contemplates: “I didn’t know that other people thought things about me. 

I didn’t know that they looked” (p. 47). By identifying with this description of a wallflower, 

he justifies his awkwardness in social situations as natural and rationalises his reluctance 

or incapability to fully engage with others. Charlie also rationalises his brief romantic 

relationship with Mary Elizabeth. Despite feeling uncomfortable, he decides to give 

her a chance, rationalising his behaviour as being considerate of her feelings rather than unable 

to set boundaries. Furthermore, he minimises the impact of his traumatic memories of the abuse 

from Aunt Helen by focusing on the positive memories, rationalising that she was fun to be 

with and took care of him, and therefore, he must have loved her.  

While both characters use rationalisation to cope with their emotions, they use it differently. 

Holden’s rationalisations are outwardly focused, as he blames others (e.g., school, peers) for his 

shortcomings, allowing him to feel superior and deflect responsibility. Charlie’s rationalisation 

is more inward, as he considers his behaviour natural for the type of person he is – 



49 

 

a “wallflower” who observes rather than participates. This self-perception creates a sense of 

control and normalcy, helping him justify his anxiety.  

3.2 Existential philosophy perspective  

The idea of the "dizziness of freedom" and the "condemnation of being free”, associated 

with the philosophies of Kierkegaard and Sartre, is experienced by both protagonists throughout 

the novel. Their reflections on the meaning of life and mortality lead them to confront 

existential angst, which will be discussed in greater detail in this chapter. 

Holden 

Holden’s pervasive existential anxiety stems not just from the fear of losing innocence but also 

from a deeper confrontation with the ambiguity and responsibilities of existence. As argued 

by existentialists, adolescence is the stage where individuals balance their newfound freedom 

with the weight of defining their own path, and it is no different for Holden.  

Throughout the novel, he romanticises childhood as a state of purity and authenticity while 

viewing adulthood as inherently corrupt. His fantasy of saving innocent children serves 

as an attempt to resist the transition into adulthood, symbolising a rejection of freedom 

and responsibility in Kierkegaardian terms. Kierkegaard describes angst as “the dizziness 

of freedom” that arises when an individual faces infinite possibilities but clings to finiteness 

for comfort. Holden, overwhelmed by all the possibilities of what he could do and become, 

seeks refuge in the idea of preserving childhood innocence, but his inability to do so 

(particularly with his sister Phoebe) only heightens his anxiety. A pivotal moment 

with his moment occurs when Holden watches Phoebe on the carousel in Central Park:  

All the kids kept trying to grab for the gold ring, and so was old Phoebe, and I was sort of afraid 

she’d fall off the goddam horse, but I didn’t say anything or do anything. The thing with kids is, 

if they want to grab the gold ring, you have to let them do it, and not say anything. If they fall off 

they fall off, but it’s bad if you say anything to them (p. 126-7).  

Furthermore, Jean-Paul Sartre’s argument that humans are “condemned to be free” resonates 

deeply with Holden’s fear of adulthood. For him, growing up means gaining more freedom, 

but it also entails becoming part of a world he despises. His longing for a safe place to hide 

from the chaos of life is gone when he acknowledges: “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 "Fuck you" right under your nose” 

(p. 122). This moment aligns with Sartre’s assertion that there is no predetermined meaning 
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in the world, only that that one creates. Holden’s existential uncertainty lingers even 

at the novel’s end, as he remains unsure of his path: “I think I am [going to apply myself], 

but how do I know?” (p. 128). 

Charlie 

Similarly, Charlie explores heavy, philosophical questions concerning life’s meaning, 

his purpose and the inevitability of death. For example, he fights the fear of his life being 

insignificant by seeking validation, which can be seen in his relationship with the word special: 

“I just thought about the word "special." And I thought the last person who said that about me 

was my Aunt Helen. I was very grateful to have heard it again. Because I guess we all forget 

sometimes. And I think everyone is special in their own way. I really do” (p. 197).  

Charlie’s existential angst is also linked to the question of suffering and the futility 

of comparing pain. In the words: “I think that if I ever have kids, and they are upset, I won’t 

tell them that people are starving in China…because it wouldn’t change the fact that they were 

upset. And even if somebody else has it much worse, that doesn’t really change the fact 

that you have what you have”, (p. 227-228) he reveals an awareness of the universality 

and perhaps inevitability of human suffering.  

Like Holden, Charlie grapples with the weight of responsibility and existence. After visiting 

his Aunt Helen’s grave, he experiences an existential crisis: “I can’t think again. Not ever again. 

I don’t know if you’ve ever felt like that. That you wanted to sleep for a thousand years. Or just 

not exist. Or just not be aware that you do exist” (p. 104). This passage conveys Charlie’s deep 

existential angst tied to the overwhelming nature of life and his fear of failing to live up 

to expectations, whether his own or those imposed by others, directly corresponding to Sartre’s 

notion of anguish. However, as the novel progresses, he begins to move toward an acceptance 

of freedom, as seen by his reflection: “I guess we are who we are for a lot of reasons. And maybe 

we’ll never know most of them. But even if we don’t have the power to choose where we come 

from, we can still choose where we go from there” (p. 227), again, agreeing with Sartre’s 

assertion that meaning is not given but created through individual choices.  

In short, both novels present existential angst as an inescapable part of adolescence, a stage 

during which one must confront the responsibility that comes with freedom.  
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3.3 Psychosocial perspective 

The psychosocial struggles of Holden and Charlie are explored through their social 

and romantic anxieties, which arise from their interactions with others. By applying Erikson’s 

theory of psychosocial development, this chapter analyses how these challenges stem 

from their difficulties in connecting with the world around them. 

Holden 

Holden’s social angst stems from his feelings of alienation, loneliness and struggle to fit within 

the institutions he should belong to: “I felt so lonesome, all of a sudden. I almost wished I was 

dead…Boy, did I feel rotten. I felt so damn lonesome.” (p. 31). Although he is unable to form 

meaningful relationships, he still tries to strike up conversations with people he meets, 

but these interactions leave him unsatisfied. For example, when he asks Horwitz, the taxi driver, 

a philosophical question about the ducks in Central Park, he responds irritated: “How the hell 

should I know a stupid thing like that?” (p. 51) and Holden comments: “I let it drop…he was 

such a touchy guy, it wasn’t any pleasure discussing anything with him” (p. 51). 

Another example is his encounter with Sunny, the prostitute. Holden does not want to have sex 

but just talk, however, she does not understand his need for emotional support, which leaves 

Holden feeling even worse: “The trouble was, I just didn’t want to do it. I felt more depressed 

than sexy, if you want to know the truth. She was depressing” (p. 59).  

This sense of disconnection and confusion aligns with Erikson’s theory of identity vs. role 

confusion, where adolescence is a critical stage to experiment with relationships in search 

of a sense of self (see 2.1.3). Holden’s inability to establish meaningful relationships reflects 

Erikson’s concept of “role confusion”, where he oscillates between opposing views of the world 

and himself, never really creating a stable identity. His search for substance is evident 

in his interactions, yet, because he is unable (or unwilling) to navigate them successfully, 

it leaves him more alienated.  

His encounter with Sunny not only represents social angst but also extends to romantic angst, 

which adds another layer to his identity crisis. Holden wants emotional intimacy but struggles 

with the reality that humans are not perfect. His desperation for connection is exemplified in his 

impulsive proposal to Sally Heyes: “How would you like to get the hell out of here? 

…Tomorrow morning we could drive up to Massachusetts and Vermont…It’s beautiful as hell 

up there” (p. 79). This fantasy of escape corresponds to Erikson’s idea of the “psychological 
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moratorium”, or, a delay of adult commitments to engage in exploratory, sometimes unrealistic 

pursuits. However, Holden’s inability to cope with reality quickly turns his excitement 

into disillusionment when Sally does not share his idealised vision.  

His feelings for Jane Gallagher, his previous neighbour, further fuel his romantic angst. 

Holden clings to an idealised memory of her: “I knew her like a book. I really did…You don’t 

always have to get too sexy to get to know a girl” (p. 48). When her name comes up, he perks 

up: “I damn near dropped dead…Jane Gallagher. Jesus . . . I couldn’t get her off my mind. 

I really couldn’t. ‘I oughta go down and say hello to her, at least.’” (p. 20-21). 

Despite his longing to reconnect, he never follows through, affirming Erikson’s idea 

that unresolved identity confusion can lead to avoidance and inaction. Whether due to fear 

of rejection or fear that Jane will not meet his nostalgic ideal, Holden ultimately sabotages 

himself. His inability to accept human flaws leaves him stuck in a cycle of loneliness, again, 

verifying Erikson’s theory.  

Charlie 

Charlie’s social angst is mostly evident in his struggle to navigate the complexities of high 

school, friendship and relationships. As a “wallflower”, he often observes life from the sidelines 

rather than participating. For Charlie, “school is terribly lonely” (p. 188), and he reflects on how 

he is perceived by others: “Kids look at me strange in the hallways because I don’t decorate 

my locker, and I’m the one who beat up Sean and couldn’t stop crying after he did it. I guess 

I’m pretty emotional” (p. 14). When he temporarily loses the friends he has made, he confesses, 

“I don’t know how much longer I can keep going without a friend. I used to be able to do it 

very easily, but that was before I knew what having a friend was like”, (p. 155), 

underscoring his deep need for connection and the fear of returning to isolation. 

However, as the novel ends on a more optimistic note, there is visible progress in Charlie’s 

social angst. His final letter reflects this growth: “I will have the time to write any more letters 

because I might be too busy trying to ‘participate.’” (p. 230). This shift is further emphasised 

when comparing his mindset from the beginning of the novel: “I start high school tomorrow, 

and I am really afraid of going”, (p. 12), to his anticipation at the end: “Tomorrow, I start 

my sophomore year of high school. And believe it or not, I’m really not that afraid of going” 

(p. 230), signalising an approaching end of the psychosocial moratorium he is in while 

discovering his identity.  
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His romantic angst is strongly influenced by his unresolved trauma, which affects his ability 

to form and navigate intimate relationships. While he deeply admires Sam, he struggles 

to articulate his feelings, often feeling unworthy of her affection. He places her on a pedestal 

despite her own complicated past: “She had a reputation when she was a sophomore” (p. 56) 

and “used to be a ‘blow queen’” (p. 56). When Sam finally reciprocates his feelings, Charlie’s 

trauma resurfaces, leaving him unable to respond and contributing to his romantic angst: 

“And I wanted to kick myself for being such a baby. Because I loved Sam. And we were 

together. And I was ruining it. Just ruining it. Just terrible. I felt so terrible” (p. 219). 

Additionally, his passive role in his relationship with Mary Elizabeth shows his struggle 

with identity and emotional expression, as he lacks the confidence to assert himself.  

In conclusion, both Holden and Charlie grapple with their identity and sense of belonging, 

though they do so in different ways. Holden isolates himself to avoid disappointment, 

while Charlie, despite experiencing similar feelings of alienation, ultimately finds his place 

in society through friendship and love. Although both characters navigate Erikson’s stage 

of identity versus role confusion, Charlie’s journey suggests a more hopeful resolution. 

3.4 Sociocultural perspective 

Building on the sociocultural framework outlined in the theoretical part, this section presents 

a practical analysis of adolescent angst depicted in The Catcher in the Rye and The Perks of 

Being a Wallflower. The analysis focuses on three key sociocultural dimensions introduced 

earlier: (1) cultural norms and expectations, (2) social support systems, and (3) cultural tools. 

By examining how these elements shape the protagonists’ angst, this chapter aims to illustrate 

the ways in which societal pressures, interpersonal relationships, and media representations 

contribute to or alleviate adolescent angst. 

3.4.1 Cultural norms and expectations 

Cultural norms and expectations impose strict guidelines for behaviour and self-expression, 

significantly influencing adolescent identity. In both novels, the protagonists confront these 

expectations. This subchapter explores how Holden and Charlie respond to these pressures, 

examining how their resistance or conformity shapes their experiences of angst. 

 

 

 



54 

 

Holden 

Holden’s struggles are often exacerbated by the societal norms, which he feels the pressure 

to follow. His angst stems from his inability to conform to these expectations, particularly 

those surrounding school, emotional restraint, social relationships and grief. This resistance 

deepens his alienation and crisis.  

One of the most prominent societal expectations Holden rejects is the pressure to succeed 

academically. He has been expelled from multiple schools, including Elkton Hills and Pencey 

Prep, both of which he describes as full of “phonies.” Education is seen as an important stepping 

stone towards being “traditionally” successful, which Holden views as superficial 

(see Rationalization). In his conversation with Mr. Spencer, where he tells him that “[l]ife 

is a game that one plays according to the rules" (p. 6), Holden bitterly contends: 

“Game, my ass…If you get on the side where all the hot-shots are, then it’s a game, all right –

I’ll admit that. But if you get on the other side, where there aren’t any hot-shots, then what’s 

a game about it? Nothing. No game” (p. 6). This passage reflects Holden’s cynicism about 

the idea that life is fair and governed by the same rules for everyone. He argues that life only 

benefits those already born into wealth or social status, and for the rest, it will be an uphill 

battle.  

His defiance of societal norms can also be seen in his choice of a “career.” When Mr. Antolini 

warns Holden that he is “riding for some kind of a terrible, terrible fall…where, at the age 

of thirty, you sit in some bar hating everybody who comes in looking as if he might have played 

football in college…[or] people who say, ‘It’s a secret between he and I.’ Or you may end up in 

some business office, throwing paper clips at the nearest stenographer” (p. 112), Holden comes 

up with the idea of being “the catcher in the rye” instead of some realistic career path.  

Charlie 

Charlie, too, struggles to fulfil many societal norms, leaving him in a constant state of angst. 

Unlike many boys his age, Charlie is not a prototype of masculinity; instead, he is sensitive 

and reserved. He oftentimes cries, even in public and avoids asserting himself unless absolutely 

necessary (like when he fought off Patrick’s attackers). This vulnerability sets him apart 

from his peers, who tend to hide their emotions to conform to masculine expectations, leaving 

him alienated. Additionally, Charlie resists the pressures of conforming to social hierarchies 

and the pursuit of popularity. While being popular is the most important achievement for many 

high school students, Charlie values friendships that are not merely superficial. When he finds 
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that in Sam and Patrick, he is delighted and focuses on not losing them; however, his reliance 

on them leaves him vulnerable to loneliness. When they are unavailable, he has no other friends 

to turn to, causing him to constantly long for their company, which becomes an unhealthy habit.  

Charlie’s high school journey also involves him navigating the complexities of sexuality 

and intimacy. Unlike societal expectations that young men should confidently pursue romantic 

relationships, Charlie is unsure how to express his feelings and often finds himself 

overwhelmed with emotions he cannot express. His inexperience is evident in his conversation 

with Sam when he admits he has never been kissed, prompting her to respond: “I want to make 

sure that the first person you kiss loves you. Okay?” (p. 79). This kiss is the first positive 

romantic experience: “It was the kind of kiss that made me know that I was never so happy 

in my whole life” (p. 79). Still, rather than actively pursuing the relationship, he lets things 

happen to him. A similar dynamic is seen in his brief relationship with Mary Ann 

(see Psychoanalytic perspective). These examples prove that his behaviour in romantic 

relationships is in contrast with societal expectations that men should be more assertive 

and be the ones who initiate the relationship.  

Moreover, Charlie’s exploration of love is not merely connected to heterosexual relationships. 

His observation of everything Patrick has to go through just because he is gay exposes 

him to the harsh reality of social prejudice. Patrick’s secret relationship with Brad, who 

ultimately chooses conformity over love, forces Charlie to contemplate the rigid norms 

surrounding romantic relationships.  

To sum up, both Holden and Charlie’s resistance to societal norms fuel their angst. Holden’s 

reluctance to follow a single realistic academic and career path leaves him feeling 

misunderstood and lost. Charlie shares these feelings, although they stem from his emotional 

vulnerability at the expense of his masculinity, as well as his inability to fit into social 

hierarchies. While Holden’s rejection of these norms is manifested by cynicism 

and detachment, Charlie’s in his passiveness and avoidance. Charlie, unlike Holden, is also 

navigating sexual identity with its complexity, especially in connection to his friend, Patrick, 

who faces societal prejudice. Despite the differences, both protagonists are unified in feeling 

angst and isolation.  
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3.4.2 Social support system25 

The presence or absence of strong social support systems significantly influences 

an adolescent’s ability to navigate any challenges. Family, friends and mentors are key figures 

in providing stability and guidance. When these support systems fail or, even worse, become 

additional sources of angst, they can intensify the feelings of alienation. This subchapter 

explores how Holden and Charlie interact with their family, peers, and mentors, analysing 

the role of relationships in managing their angst.   

Holden 

Holden is affected by the absence of meaningful connections within his family and peers, 

heightening his frustration and discontent with the world. The family provides little emotional 

support, leaving him to navigate any struggles mainly on his own. This is evident from Holden’s 

descriptions of his mother and father. He states, “She hasn’t felt too healthy since my brother 

Allie died. She’s very nervous. That’s another reason why I hated like hell for her to know I got 

the ax again” (p. 66). He also mentions, “Half the time she’s up all night smoking cigarettes” 

(p. 94) and adds, “My father’s quite wealthy, though. He’s a corporate lawyer. Those boys 

really haul it in” (p. 66). These descriptions reveal his mother's emotional fragility 

and his father's emotional unavailability, whom Holden sees only in terms of his profession 

rather than as a father figure. D.B., his older brother, whom Holden once looked up to, has, 

in his eyes, traded authenticity for success in Hollywood. Additionally, family is a significant 

source of trauma for Holden, as the death of Allie continually haunts him. The only exception 

to this is Phoebe, who listens to him, challenges his ideas and shares a genuine connection with 

him. Her presence brings Holden comfort, and her innocence symbolises the very idea he wants 

to protect. However, she is still a child and cannot provide the support Holden should receive 

from his parents. 

Holden’s relationships with his peers further reinforce his role as The Outsider, as they are 

largely strained and conflict-ridden. Stradlater, his roommate at Pencey, represents 

The Antagonist in Holden’s world. He embodies everything Holden resents: superficial charm, 

arrogance and lack of genuine emotion. Though he thinks of himself highly, Holden calls him a 

“secret slob”: “He always looked all right, but…you should’ve seen the razor he shaved himself 

with. It was always rusty as hell and full of lather and hairs and crap…The reason he fixed 

 
25 While a related concept is explored in Section 3.3, this subchapter focuses specifically on how social support 

systems influence Holden, whereas the earlier section examined the reverse dynamic – Holden’s own interactions 

with and impact on others. 
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himself up to look good was because he was madly in love with himself” (p. 17). 

Their relationship becomes particularly tense when Stradlater takes Jane Gallagher on a date. 

Holden is frustrated by Stradlater’s casual attitude towards somebody dear to him, which leads 

to a physical altercation (see Id). This moment highlights Holden’s struggle with societal 

hypocrisy, a trait common for The Rebel archetype, as he rejects Stradlater’s shallow approach 

to relationships and emotions. 

Meanwhile, Ackley, another student at Pencey, serves as The Foil for Holden. His lack of social 

awareness and intrusive behaviour contrasts sharply with Holden’s critical and introspective 

nature. Ackley constantly invades Holden’s space, touching his things and telling exaggerated 

stories to make himself seem important. When Holden describes him, he does not hold back: 

He was one of these very, very tall, round-shouldered guys--he was about six four--with lousy 

teeth…They always looked mossy and awful, and he damn near made you sick if you saw him 

in the dining room…Besides that, he had a lot of pimples. Not just on his forehead or his chin, 

like most guys, but all over his whole face. And not only that, he had a terrible personality. He was 

also sort of a nasty guy (p. 12).  

Despite all his complaints, Holden seeks Ackley’s company when he feels lonely and has 

nobody else to turn to, indicating that he would rather be with someone he dislikes than be alone 

with himself. This dynamic further reinforces Holden’s alienation; although he craves genuine 

connection, he struggles to find it among his peers. Even outside of school, 

Holden’s relationships with others, such as Sally Hayes and Sunny, remain confrontational 

and unstable. Sally represents The Love Interest archetype, yet instead of serving as a catalyst 

for Holden’s emotional growth, their interactions highlight his inability to connect deeply 

with others. Their date ends in an argument, demonstrating Holden’s tendency to push people 

away even when he seeks companionship. 

The last component of the social support system, the mentors, is equally inadequate for Holden. 

He turns to teachers such as Mr. Spencer and Mr. Antolini, yet neither fulfils the role 

of The Mentor archetype in a way that provides the wisdom and guidance he desperately needs 

(see 3.4.1). Mr. Spencer represents an attempt at mentorship, but his approach feels 

condescending to Holden, reinforcing his distrust of authority. Mr. Antolini initially appears 

to be a potential guide, offering thoughtful advice about Holden’s downward spiral. 

However, when Holden wakes up and finds Mr. Antolini petting his head, his trust completely 

crumbles, and he leaves immediately, never to speak to him again. Thus, instead of finding 
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a mentor to help him process his emotions, Holden withdraws further, staying wary of their 

adult, phoney world with the belief that you cannot rely on anybody.  

Charlie 

Charlie follows a similar yet distinct Bildungsroman journey. While he also struggles with angst 

and alienation, his social support system plays a crucial role in his development. Unlike Holden, 

Charlie finds solace in his friendship with Patrick and Sam, who embody the Mentor 

and The Love Interest archetypes, respectively. Patrick introduces Charlie to a new social group 

and encourages him to embrace his true self, helping him with his insecurity. On the other hand, 

Sam serves as both an unattainable ideal and a catalyst for growth, helping Charlie recognise 

his passive tendencies and encouraging him to actively engage in life rather than observing 

it from the sidelines. It is through his peers that Charlie experiences his highest moments, love, 

friendship and support, helping him cope with his angst and trauma: “I thought about Patrick 

calling me his friend. And I thought about Sam telling me to do things. To really be there. 

And I just thought how great it was to have friends and a family” (p. 229).  

Speaking of family, his nuclear one, while flawed, provides more stability than Holden’s. 

His father, though loving, is emotionally distant as he represses his own childhood trauma of his 

violent stepfather. He avoids showing vulnerability, as seen during the finale of M*A*S*H 

when he leaves during an emotional scene to cry in private. Such emotional restraint contrasts 

sharply with Charlie’s emotional openness, causing him to question his masculinity. 

His mother, also shaped by the past trauma of being abused by her father, 

takes on the caregiving role. Although she is emotionally withdrawn at times, she understands 

Charlie and his anxieties and provides him with the encouragement and empathy he needs. 

His sister falls into the family’s cycle of unhealthy relationships, struggling to find her worth 

and seeking validation in ways that are not in her best interest. In this respect, she is similar to 

Charlie, and thus, it is probable that they were both directly influenced by the unstable dynamics 

they witnessed at home. When Charlie helps her get through an abortion, their bond strengthens, 

offering a rare moment of trust and connection. Lastly, his older brother, once his hero, 

now only calls home to tell impersonal stories and achievements. His success as a popular 

college football player contrasts sharply with Charlie’s introspective nature and lack of 

achievements, making him feel inadequate. This divide highlights Charlie’s need to find 

his identity outside his family’s expectations.  
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Additionally, as was the case for Holden, Charlie’s family is also a source of trauma, 

as the memory of Aunt Helen and the guilt from her accident constantly haunt him.  

Finally, as discussed, mentor figures provide crucial support for Charlie. Bill, the English 

teacher, fosters Charlie’s love for literature and encourages self-expression (see 3.4.3). 

His psychiatrist, although mainly in the background, can also be considered an important 

mentor for Charlie, as he directly influences his angst by helping him confront painful memories 

of his Aunt Helen. He provides him with a safe space to explore his emotions, something 

that he cannot find anywhere else.  

Ultimately, while Holden and Charlie experience deep angst, their social support systems shape 

their responses differently. Holden lacks meaningful connections, his family is emotionally 

distant, his peers frustrate him, and his mentors fail to provide real guidance. Charlie, though 

also surrounded by people with significant trauma, can count on his family in times of need. 

His relationships with peers, especially Sam and Patrick, help him confront his fears and enjoy 

new experiences. His teacher and psychiatrist provide guidance that helps with his self-

discovery. Unlike Holden, who feels there is nobody he can connect with, Charlie uses 

his connections to help him heal. This difference aligns with their archetypes, where the Seeker 

(Charlie) seeks wisdom from those around him and uses it to shape his identity. At the same 

time, The Outsider/The Rebel (Holden) resists guidance and remains alienated.  

3.4.3 Cultural tools 

Literature, music, and media are powerful cultural tools that shape identity and provide a means 

of self-expression. Both Holden and Charlie engage with these forms, and so this subchapter 

aims to investigate the role they play in their angst. 

Holden 

In The Catcher in the Rye, one of the prime examples is when Holden reads a magazine article 

about hormones, which feeds his insecurities about himself: "But this damn article I started 

reading made me feel almost worse... It was all about hormones. It described how you should 

look, your face and eyes and all, if your hormones were in good shape, and I didn’t look 

that way at all” (p. 118). Although this article is probably more about health than just superficial 

appearance, this moment still shows how media can influence one’s self-perception and add 

to feelings of inadequacy or angst. A different article about cancer sends Holden into an even 

bigger state of paranoia:  
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I read this other article about how you can tell if you have cancer or not. It said if you had any sores 

in your mouth that didn’t heal pretty quickly, it was a sign that you probably had cancer. I’d had 

this sore on the inside of my lip for about two weeks. So figured I was getting cancer. I figured 

I’d be dead in a couple of months because I had cancer. I really did. I was even positive I would be 

(p. 118).  

The article only heightens his anxieties and is not even particularly helpful because Holden 

does not take any preventative measures, like visiting a doctor or quitting smoking. Instead, 

he adopts the mentality that nothing really matters if he is going to be dead soon anyway. 

His overreaction demonstrates how easily cultural tools evoke emotional responses in general.  

However, magazines are not the only cultural tools shown in the novel. In Holden’s view, 

movies and plays are the epitome of phoniness. His aversion for films and actors is rooted 

in their artificiality and exaggerated portrayals of life: "In the first place, I hate actors. 

They never act like people. They just think they do" (p. 71). This criticism is tied to Holden’s 

broader disillusionment, as he feels the world prefers performance over authenticity. 

Even acclaimed authors, like Sir Laurence Olivier, fail to impress him because their 

performance feels too polished and unnatural: “He wasn’t at all the way D.B. said Hamlet was. 

He was too much like a goddam general, instead of a sad, screwed-up type guy” (p. 71). 

Holden expects art to reflect genuine human experience, but his expectations often fall short, 

as he sees it only glorifying unrealistic ideals and reinforcing societal expectations rather than 

challenging them. His frustration encapsulates even the audience, whom he describes as show-

offs: "You never saw so many phonies in all your life, everybody smoking their ears off 

and talking about the play so that everybody could hear and know how sharp they were" (p. 76).  

Although not all his experiences with cultural tools are as unfavourable (e.g., when he hears 

a kid singing, "If a body catch a body coming through the rye”, he states: “It made me feel 

better. It made me feel not so depressed any more” (p. 70).), they do not usually provide comfort 

but rather deepen his sense of alienation and exacerbate his angst. 

Charlie 

On the other hand, Charlie’s experience with books, movies, and music plays a crucial role in 

navigating his angst. Books serve as one of the most significant tools for Charlie’s 

understanding of the world and himself, as Bill, his English teacher, introduces him to a variety 

of novels that resonate with his emotions and that should serve a purpose: “I think Bill gave me 

the book to teach me a lesson of some kind” (p. 37) (see Literary influences on The Perks 

of Being a Wallflower). Although books help him make sense of his emotions, they often cause 
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him to miss out on life: “It’s strange because sometimes, I read a book, and I think I am 

the people in the book” (p. 36) but if it “fantasy nature, I could not pretend that I was 

in the book. That way I could participate and still read” (p. 37).  

Music has another important role in shaping Charlie’s emotional experiences, particularly 

through mixtapes and songs that capture his feelings of sadness and nostalgia, or as he calls it, 

“winter kind of songs” (p. 70). Throughout the novel, Charlie uses music to convey 

the emotions he cannot articulate. The most frequently mentioned song 

is the song Asleep by The Smiths, which goes: “There is another world, 

there is a better world, well, there must be… bye” (The Smiths, 1986, 2:10), which clearly 

reflects his deep sadness and longing for a change. He does not just listen to music 

as entertainment; it has to be meaningful and relatable. During the novel’s iconic moment, 

when Charlie, Sam and Patrick first drive through the Fort Pitt tunnel, they listen to Landslide 

by Fleetwood Mac, providing him a moment of escape from his otherwise melancholic 

emotions: “…all the sound got scooped up into a vacuum, and it was replaced 

by a song…A beautiful song called ‘Landslide’” (p. 48).  

As for the movies, although they are not particularly highlighted, there is an instance during 

which Charlie and his family watch the movie “It’s a Wonderful Life.” Instead of focusing 

on the film’s message about George Bailey, Charlie fixates on Uncle Billy, the flawed 

and forgotten character: “I just wanted the movie to be about Uncle Billy because he drank a lot 

and was fat and lost the money in the first place. I wanted the angel to come down and show 

us how Uncle Billy’s life had meaning. Then, I think I’d feel better” (p. 84). His need to validate 

Billy’s life reflects his fear that quiet and broken people like him might not matter as much. 

Furthermore, Charlie’s observation of gender expectations in the film adds to his angst. 

He notes how the movie portrays Mary’s life as meaningless because she is unmarried and that 

his sister, who usually criticises such outdated ideas, remains silent. The silence feels unsettling, 

as he is unsure what has brought this change.  

To compare, both Holden and Charlie rely on cultural tools to guide their angst; however, 

they each respond to them differently. While Holden sees media mainly as a source 

of phoniness that deepens his alienation (e.g., through artificial movies), Charlie finds meaning 

in books, music, and movies that help him cope with his emotions. Thus, although Holden 

rejects cultural portrayals as inauthentic, Charlie seeks comfort in them. 
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3.5 Narrative techniques and literary devices 

Although The Perks of Being a Wallflower and The Catcher in the Rye share many thematic 

similarities, particularly in their exploration of adolescent angst, an important difference lies 

in their narrative styles. The Perks of Being a Wallflower is written in an epistolary format, 

while The Catcher in the Rye follows a traditional narrative structure. This last chapter 

of the practical part delves into this distinction, examining both narrative techniques and 

literary devices (such as setting, symbols, and metaphors) that convey adolescent angst. 

While the theoretical part is more strictly divided and addresses language and syntax 

in an individual chapter, this section integrates the analysis of language and syntax 

with the examination of narrative techniques.  

Traditional narrative and stream-of-consciousness  

The narrative style in The Catcher in the Rye – first-person with a stream of consciousness – 

plays a crucial role in conveying Holden’s angst-ridden state of mind. Through a disjointed, 

nonlinear structure, the novel mirrors the spontaneous and erratic nature of Holden’s thoughts. 

He frequently drifts between present observations, memories, and seemingly irrelevant 

tangents, creating a fragmented narrative that reflects his emotional volatility and inability to 

process his experiences coherently. This chaotic voice thus does not just narrate his story, it 

also immerses the reader in Holden’s psyche.  

The novel is written as a retelling of past events, which is established through several textual 

clues. At the beginning of the novel, Holden explicitly states that the events happened “around 

last Christmas” (p. 2) before he got “run-down” and “had to come out here and take it easy” 

(p. 2). Not only does this frame the story and set the retrospective tone, but it also prepares 

the reader to expect a storyline that leads to mental breakdown, therefore expecting angst 

and conflicting emotions. This sense of mental and emotional deterioration reinforces 

the novel’s tone of angst, where Holden is not only reflecting on his past but trying to make 

sense of it.  

Holden’s direct address to the reader, beginning with “If you really want to hear about it…” 

(p. 2), immediately creates intimacy and suggests he is speaking out of desperation as much as 

honesty. This conversational tone, enhanced by his colloquial language, reinforces the sense 

that his narration is less a structured story than a coping mechanism. The syntax further reflects 

Holden’s emotional volatility and angst, as his sentences range from short and abrupt to long, 

rambling passages full of repetitive structures. He frequently employs phrases like “it really 
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killed me” and “that depressed me” to express his underlying dissatisfaction with the world 

around him. These show his inability to articulate his deeper feelings beyond these habitual 

formulae of frustration.  

Additionally, Holden frequently hedges his statements with phrases like “I guess”, “sort of”, 

and “I mean”, indicating uncertainty and self-doubt. His narration is full of filler phrases 

such as “and all”, “anyway”, “boy”, and “though”, which enhance the conversational tone 

and contribute to the stream-of-consciousness flow. For example, in the passage: “He didn’t 

answer me, though. I guess he was still thinking. I asked him again, though” (p. 52), 

the repetition of “though” and “I guess” reflects Holden’s anxious mind and need for validation. 

His habit of hedging statements and second-guessing himself reinforces his angst, as he is never 

entirely sure of his feelings or how to express them. Even with time and distance from the events 

he recounts, Holden’s narration remains disorganised, suggesting his thoughts are too conflicted 

to be fully processed.  

A central component of Holden’s angst is his self-contradiction, which underscores his internal 

battle between self-awareness and self-delusion, between longing for authenticity 

and succumbing to the phoniness he despises. He frequently condemns others for being 

insincere and shallow, yet he himself engages in deception or fabrication (see 3.1.1). This 

paradox is not merely a sign of hypocrisy but perhaps a reflection of his identity crisis. Rather 

than weakening the narrative, these contradictions amplify Holden’s emotional instability, 

making his angst more authentic and deeply relatable, as they depict the tension between 

the desire to be different and the fear of being completely isolated. Holden’s angst is not just 

about hating the world around him; it is about hating his own inability to fit into it without 

feeling like a fraud. This internal conflict drives his restlessness, impulsivity, and alienation, 

creating most of the novel’s tension. 

Moreover, Holden’s self-contradiction extends beyond his views on phoniness. He mocks 

others’ emotions yet longs for someone to understand his own, and he claims to be indifferent 

but is inside sensitive. These inconsistencies do not make him an unreliable character but rather 

a human, relatable one who struggles to make sense of himself in the world in which he does 

not feel he belongs.  
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Epistolary format  

The epistolary format of The Perks of Being a Wallflower plays a crucial role in conveying 

Charlie’s angst. Unlike Holden’s stream-of-consciousness narration – which captures 

unfiltered, immediate thoughts – Charlie’s letters are deliberate reflections written 

to an anonymous recipient. This structure creates a unique dynamic: while his writing is deeply 

personal, it is also inherently self-aware because it is addressed to someone distant. As a result, 

Charlie continually questions and hesitates in articulating his emotions, frequently hedging his 

statements with phrases like “I don’t know” or “I guess”, as seen in lines such as “I don’t know. 

I just had a great day” (p. 115) and “I don’t know. It’s just different” (p. 228). 

Rather than clarifying his thoughts, the act of writing exposes his struggle to fully grasp 

his feelings, emphasising the overwhelming nature of his internal conflict. 

Charlie’s letters mirror his fluctuating emotional state through subtle shifts in tone and pacing 

rather than abrupt jumps in thought. Sometimes his sentences are short, clipped, and factual; 

at other moments, they expand into lengthy reflections filled with overanalysis. This rhythm 

captures an inner turbulence that is tentative and cautious – shaped by a fear of oversharing – 

rather than the impulsive frustration found in Holden’s narrative. 

Since his story unfolds over time through these letters, Charlie’s relationship with memory 

and self-perception is marked by a blend of distance and immediacy. Revisiting experiences 

this way renders his angst a slow, unfolding process rather than an explosive outburst. The one-

sided nature of his correspondence further intensifies his isolation, as his thoughts and feelings 

remain unchallenged by any direct response. 

Moreover, deviations from standard narrative forms – such as digressions, repetitions, and self-

interruptions—reflect the intimate, conversational quality of his writing. His sentences, which 

mimic spoken language through varying lengths – from terse one-word replies like “Sure” 

to more complex, meandering thoughts – reinforce this effect. He even acknowledges his own 

style with comments like “I run my sentences together” (p. 21). Frequent use of conjunctions 

like “And” or “So”, along with filler phrases such as “I mean” and “you know”, further enhance 

the casual, unfiltered tone of his letters. The use of contractions instead of full words 

(e.g., don’t, that’s, it’s) visually adds the conversational nature of his narrative. 

Overall, Charlie’s deeply personal and introspective tone allows readers to experience his angst 

directly and immediately. The internal focalisation—where every event is filtered entirely 
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through his perspective—immerses the reader in his fragmented, chaotic thought process, 

amplifying the emotional impact of his narrative. 

Setting  

This chapter examines the specific micro-settings of each novel and their connection to teenage 

angst. It also categorises each setting according to Lidell (1947) to further emphasise 

its importance and added value to the plot.  A potential objection may arise here: Why not 

analyse the setting earlier to establish the context?  While conventional approaches prioritise 

setting as foundational, its placement here is intentional. First, the setting is considered a literary 

device, and in these works, it often operates symbolically, making it illogical to separate it from 

the chapter discussing literary devices - symbols and metaphors. Second, examining the setting 

after psychological, existential, psychosocial, and sociocultural frameworks presents it not as 

a backdrop but as a crucial extension of the earlier analyses. 

In Salinger’s work there are six identifiable settings that serve distinct narrative functions. 

Pencey Prep functions as both a utilitarian and symbolic setting. It grounds the key early events, 

such as his expulsion, after which he only aimlessly wanders while pondering life. 

Symbolically, it represents the conformity and superficiality that Holden rejects and provides 

him with an object against which to rebel. His disdain is evident in the description 

of this institution: “It was a terrible school, no matter how you looked at it” (p. 3), “The more 

expensive a school is, the more crooks it has--I’m not kidding” (p. 4).  

New York City, in general, serves as a primary backdrop in Holden’s story, with four sub-

settings: the Edmont Hotel, Central Park, the Museum of Natural History and Phoebe’s room. 

At the Edmont Hotel, Holden encounters the moral decay of the adult world. He notes that 

“the hotel was lousy with perverts. I was probably the only normal bastard in the whole 

place…” (p. 39). Although he is clearly uncomfortable with these behaviours he observes, he 

is also inexplicably drawn to them, stating that “that kind of junk is sort of fascinating to watch, 

even if you don’t want it to be” (p. 39). Such conflicting emotions are common in teenagers 

confronting the realities of adulthood.  

Central Park provides a contrasting setting. When Holden visits the frozen pond to ponder the 

whereabouts of the ducks (see Symbols—Ducks), the park symbolises the loss of innocence 

and uncertainty amidst change. Both the Edmont Hotel and Central Park are primarily symbolic 

settings, although they would naturally fit into multiple categories of Lidell’s classification.  
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The Museum of Natural History, another symbolic setting, represents Holden’s desire for 

permanence and stability in a changing world. He loved it as a child, and the exhibits remain 

the same as if no time has passed. Inside the museum, everything is predictable and stable; 

therefore, it symbolises the familiarity of the past and reminds him of childhood innocence, 

even when he is past this stage of his life now:  

The best thing, though, in that museum was that everything always stayed right where it was. 

Nobody’d move. You could go there a hundred thousand times, and that Eskimo would still be just 

finished catching those two fish, the birds would still be on their way south, the deers would still 

be drinking out of that water hole, with their pretty antlers and their pretty, skinny legs, and 

that squaw with the naked bosom would still be weaving that same blanket. Nobody’d be different. 

The only thing that would be different would be you (p. 73).  

Lastly, New York City is where Holden’s parents’ flat, and specifically Phoebe’s room, 

is located. Holden has a deep affection for the flat, as it evokes a sense of home: “Our foyer has 

a funny smell that doesn’t smell like anyplace else…I don’t know what the hell it is--but you 

always know you’re home” (p. 94).  He particularly likes the room where Phoebe stays, 

which actually belongs to his brother D.B., but “she likes to spread out” (p. 94), and his room 

is bigger. The flat and Phoebe represent a space of innocence he so desperately wants 

to preserve, and it is this room where he explains his fantasy of being “the catcher in the rye.” 

Because it represents a secure space and childhood, this setting is also considered primarily 

symbolic. However, because it also stores the memories of his brothers and Allie’s death, 

the category of the country of the mind is also applicable.  

One final setting that will be mentioned is the mental institution in which Holden writes 

the novel. Although only implied, the location serves as a utilitarian, symbolic and country of 

the mind setting. On a practical level, it frames the story in the past while also implying 

Holden’s oncoming breakdown, thus making the reader more focused on his emotions. 

Symbolically, it represents the culmination of Holden’s emotions and his ultimate admittance 

that he needs help with his psychological troubles. In addition, the mental institution can be 

interpreted as a country of the mind as it represents a place where Holden processes 

his memories and emotions.  

Apart from these six settings. J. D. Salinger’s use of seasons plays a meaningful role in 

reflecting Holden’s emotional state. The novel takes place in late December, a time 

characterised by cold, bleak scenery that reflects Holden’s growing detachment from the world 

around him. The harshness of the winter weather augments his isolation and makes his journey 
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through New York City feel even more lonesome. The external weather serves as a physical 

manifestation of his internal struggles: “…it was getting very cold out again, and my teeth 

started chattering like hell. I couldn’t make them stop… I wasn’t tired or anything. I just felt 

blue as hell” (p. 91-2). Winter is also a metaphor for Holden’s resistance to the transition 

to adulthood; just like the weather is icy cold, his emotions are frozen, and he is stuck. As it 

is often associated with death, the season reflects his fixation on preserving innocence despite 

the inevitability of the “death” of childhood.  

Moreover, Holden’s alienation is intensified by the festivity of the holiday season. While 

the whole city prepares for cheerful holidays in the circle of their loved ones, Holden wanders 

aimlessly and cannot connect with anybody. Nevertheless, the inevitable shift towards spring 

symbolises that another change is on the horizon, perhaps a more positive one.  

In The Perks of Being a Wallflower, four primary micro-settings are delineated, each shaping 

and reflecting Charlie’s emotional struggle in a unique manner. The high school functions 

as a central setting that embodies Charlie’s feelings of alienation and his challenges 

in navigating social hierarchies. From his first day of high school to navigating newfound 

friendships, attending the homecoming dance and confronting the bullies, the school serves 

as a constant backdrop for his emotional introspections: “I walk around the school hallways 

and look at the people. I look at the teachers and wonder why they’re here. If they like their 

jobs. Or us. And I wonder how smart they were when they were fifteen” (p. 153). This setting 

is both utilitarian and symbolic: it facilitates crucial plot developments and interactions while 

simultaneously symbolising Charlie’s internal anxieties of rejection and his desire 

for connection.  

Charlie’s home is a second complex setting that should be a place of comfort and safety 

but instead becomes a source of tension due to his unresolved trauma, particularly arising from 

the abuse he suffered from his Aunt Helen. Despite this, it remains imbued with familial love, 

as Charlie’s relationship with his parents combines a mix of misunderstanding and deep 

affection: “For me personally, as much as I don’t understand my mom and dad and as much as 

I feel sorry for both of them sometimes, I can’t help but love them very much” (p. 25). 

Similarly to Holden’s flat, it functions as both a symbolic setting, representing Charlie’s trauma 

and memories, and a country of the mind setting, a psychological space where his emotions 

and past experiences are stored.  
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The tunnel is a recurring micro-setting that symbolises both confinement and possibility. 

When Charlie, Sam and Patrick drive through it, the sensory shift – where the external noise 

is replaced by a single song – represents a temporary escape from Charlie’s anxieties 

and trauma. The sense of freedom is captured in the quote, “And in that moment, I swear we 

were infinite” (p. 48). The tunnel is definitely symbolic26 but could also be kaleidoscopic, as it 

takes on different meanings depending on Charlie’s emotional state. At times, the darkness 

inside represents despair and isolation; at others, the light at the end signifies liberation and 

hope.  

Lastly, social gatherings, such as parties or Rocky Horror Show performances, provide a stark 

contrast to the high school environment. While these events often heighten Charlie’s anxiety 

due to his fear of judgment, they also offer moments of joy and acceptance. For instance, 

the Rocky Horror Picture Show becomes a transformative experience for Charlie, as he reflects: 

“won’t go into detail about the whole show, but I had the best time I ever had in my whole life. 

I’m not kidding” (p. 120). These gatherings are utilitarian, serving as spaces for character 

development and plot progression, but they are also kaleidoscopic, shifting in meaning based 

on Charlie’s emotional state – sometimes representing connection and joy, other times 

heightened anxiety.  

Moreover, the changing seasons subtly mirror Charlie’s emotional journey, reflecting 

his struggles. The novel begins in the fall, symbolising new beginnings as Charlie starts 

his freshman year of high school. This transition evokes conflicting emotions, as he writes: 

“So, this is my life. And I want you to know that I am both happy and sad and I’m still trying 

to figure out how that could be” (p. 8). Winter intensifies Charlie’s anxiety, particularly that 

connected to his unrequited feelings for Sam: “I am really in love with Sam, and it hurts very 

much” (p. 56) and “I want Sam to stop liking Craig” (p. 55).  

However, the season also brings moments of joy, such as the anticipation of his brother’s return 

for Thanksgiving: “The good news is that we have holidays coming up, which I love especially 

now because my brother will be coming home soon” (p. 58). Charlie finds a certain fascination 

in holidays: “First, I am very interested and fascinated by how everyone loves each other, but no 

one really likes each other. Second, the fights are always the same” (p. 64). Yet, Christmas Eve, 

also the day of his birthday, brings back trauma linked with Aunt Helen’s death: “I’m really 

glad that Christmas and my birthday are soon because that means they will be over soon because 

 
26 For a more detailed analysis see Symbols and metaphors.   
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I can already feel myself going to a bad place I used to go” (p. 81). Despite his family’s attempts 

to comfort him, he struggles: “‘Please, don’t do this to yourself, Charlie.’ But I did do it to 

myself. Like I do every year on my birthday…My mom wouldn’t let me talk about it. 

She knows that I stop listening and start to really breathe fast” (p. 87). With the arrival of spring, 

Charlie’s negative state of mind starts to shift. He opens himself up to new experiences, such as 

his first brief romantic relationship with Mary Elizabeth27.  

Moreover, his growing confidence in various situations is apparent when he takes his sister 

to get an abortion and wants to cry: “And I couldn’t let that happen because my sister was 

counting on me, and this was the first time anyone ever counted on me for anything” (p. 129).  

Finally, summer symbolises closure and new beginnings. As Charlie faces his childhood 

trauma, he shows a willingness to move forward: “‘I can’t do that anymore. I’m sorry,’ I said. 

‘It’s okay, Charlie. Just go to sleep,’ Sam said. But I wasn’t talking to Sam anymore. I was 

talking to someone else28” (p. 220). After spending two months in the hospital, Charlie reflects 

on his progress: “But the doctor has helped me work out a lot of things since then. About 

my Aunt Helen. And about my family. And friends. And me. There are a lot of stages to these 

kinds of things, and she was really great through all of them” (p. 225). The novel comes full 

circle and concludes with the return of fall on a positive note: “…believe that things are good 

with me” (p. 230).  

In summary, both The Perks of Being a Wallflower and The Catcher in the Rye use settings 

to reflect the protagonists’ inner angst. High school for Charlie and Pencey Prep for Holden 

serve as places of alienation, symbolising the social structures they struggle to navigate. 

Similarly, Charlie’s home and Holden’s parents’ apartment represent both comfort 

and emotional conflict. Charlie’s home is full of love but also trauma, whereas Holden’s home 

is connected with Phoebe and the innocence he wants to protect. The tunnel in The Perks of 

Being a Wallflower and the Museum of Natural History in The Catcher in the Rye reflect 

the protagonists’ unwillingness to accept change. The tunnel and its shifting significance copy 

Charlie’s evolving emotions, while the museum represents Holden’s desire for an unchanging 

world. 

Both novels also use seasonal changes to symbolise the characters’ emotional states. Winter, 

for both Charlie and Holden, represents isolation and angst, during which Charlie battles 

 
27 Which is, in a sense, symbolic, as Mary Elizabeth's favourite season is spring (p. 124).  
28 His Aunt Helen, who sexually abused him.  
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unrequited love and trauma. At the same time, Holden wanders through the city at the peak 

of his depressive state. However, The Perks of Being a Wallflower provides a full seasonal cycle 

as Charlie tries to heal his psyche. In contrast, The Catcher in the Rye story remains 

in the winter, suggesting Holden’s stagnation. Nevertheless, both the main settings and seasons 

support the complex emotions and convey the themes of isolation with momentary comfort.  

Symbols and metaphors 

This part examines the symbols and metaphors that convey angst in The Catcher in the Rye 

and The Perks of Being a Wallflower. First, it discusses conventional literary symbols 

and metaphors connected to angst (see 2.4.2) and then focuses on novel-specific ones. Since 

the distinction between symbols and metaphors is often blurred, they are analysed together to 

avoid repetition. Lastly, the micro settings that serve symbolic functions are addressed 

in a separate subchapter (see Setting) and are therefore omitted29 (e.g., Charlie’s home 

or Pencey Prep).  

Though few conventional symbols are present in their original form (e.g., clocks or cliffs), 

the meanings they convey can nonetheless be associated with other objects in the novels that, 

therefore, serve as conventional symbols. Following is an enumeration of the symbols in both 

works, along with their possible interpretations and their connections to the concept of angst. 

It is essential to acknowledge that subjectivity and individual perspectives play a critical role 

in the analysis of both conventional and later personal symbols.  

The Catcher in the Rye  

The novel is riddled with both literal and metaphorical cages: Pencey’s rigid rules, Edmont’s 

claustrophobic rooms and even the “strong boxes” at Grand Central (p. 66), where Holden locks 

away his possessions. These spaces trap him physically, but his traumas also imprison him 

emotionally. A particularly telling scene occurs when Holden rides the elevator with Maurice. 

This forced descent (the literal downward movement of the elevator) while being exploited 

by an adult (Maurice insists Holden pays him more than they agreed to) metaphorically 

illustrates how Holden is dragged through a phony world of lies and manipulation. In contrast, 

the final carousel scene, whose movement defies confinement, represents the possibility 

of escaping the cages30.  

 
29 With the exception of the tunnel from The Perks of Being a Wallflower, as it required further explanation. 
30 Though when Phoebe wants Holden to ride the carousel with her, he replies: “No, I'll just watch ya. I think I'll 

just watch” (p. 127), probably admitting that he is not ready to free himself just yet.  
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Additionally, Salinger’s constructed world uses physical spaces resembling a wasteland 

to reflect the emotional decay. Pencey Prep embodies institutional hypocrisy, the litter 

in Central Park societal neglect and the Edmont Hotel’s “perverts” reveal urban alienation. 

Even the food becomes symbolic of the wasteland: the tough, inedible steak served at Pencey 

is provided solely because “everybody’s mother would ask their darling boy what he had 

for dinner last night, and he’d say, ‘Steak’” (p. 23). Furthermore, Holden’s recurrent references 

to disease coupled with his description of people as “crumby” only underscore the imagery that 

the postwar American landscape is not just morally but also physically compromised. 

This environmental wasteland parallels and exacerbates Holden’s psychological problems. 

Amidst this decay, Holden’s aimless travels through New York, the cab rides, aborted train 

rides, and failed attempt to flee west all symbolise his futile search for authenticity and self-

discovery in a phoney world. The treacherous roads (“It was icy as hell, and I damn near fell 

down” (p. 4)) mirror his mental state, while his obsession with where the ducks go shows 

his feeling of displacement. These physical movements externalise his internal stagnation, 

where he keeps going, but no real progress has been made.  

Similarly, New York’s chaotic streets and the museum’s winding halls symbolise Holden’s 

confusion. Moreover, his narration, filled with digressions and dead ends, can be 

metaphorically called a mental maze, as he revisits the same anxieties without resolution.  

In the novel’s symbolism, rain and snow oscillate between cleansing and despair. 

The “madman” snow provides a temporary escape from the urban ugliness as it whitens 

the landscape. Suddenly, “everybody was really enjoying themselves…[by]…throwing 

snowballs and horsing around all over the place” (p. 23). A pivotal scene occurs towards 

the novel's end when rain represents cleansing and new beginnings. As Holden watches Phoebe 

on the carousel, he describes: “Boy, it began to rain like a bastard. In buckets, I swear to God. 

I got pretty soaking wet, especially my neck and my pants. I didn’t care, though. I was damn 

near bawling; I felt so damn happy, if you want to know the truth” (p. 127). Conversely, 

there are instances when rain symbolises the finality of Allie’s death: “It rained on his lousy 

tombstone, and it rained on the grass on his stomach…All the visitors could get in their cars 

and turn on their radios and all and then go someplace nice for dinner – everybody except Allie” 

(p. 92-3).  

Other minor conventional symbols include clocks (such as the Biltmore clock), mirrors 

and reflections (for example, Stradlater’s vanity and Holden’s avoidance of looking 
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in the mirror after a fight), and naturally, the cliff represented in the “catcher in the rye” 

metaphor. 

Beyond these, several personal symbols and metaphors in this novel connect with angst. 

The Red Hunting Hat symbolises Holden’s desire for individuality and his need for protection, 

highlighting his feelings of insecurity and alienation. He uses it as a shield from the “phoniness” 

of the adult world. Additionally, the hat’s red colour, similar to his brother Allie’s hair, suggests 

a deeper emotional connection; it links him to Allie, providing a sense of safety and comfort. 

In the important carousel scene, Phoebe reaches into Holden’s coat pocket, takes out the red 

hunting hat, and places it on his head (p. 127). As it starts to rain, Holden remarks: “My hunting 

hat really gave me quite a lot of protection, in a way; but I got soaked anyway. I didn’t care, 

though” (p. 127). This metaphorical moment may signify Holden’s slow journey toward self-

reliance, indicating that while he recognises the hat’s protective symbolism, he is also starting 

to accept adult responsibility. 

An equally poignant symbol that connects Holden to his brother Allie is a baseball mitt, which 

Holden inherited after Allie’s death. This mitt represents the pain and grief stemming from this 

tragedy and the innocence of childhood. It is covered in poems Allie wrote in green ink, 

showcasing his creativity and authenticity—qualities that Holden sincerely wishes to protect. 

The mitt also symbolises Holden’s refusal to accept mortality; by clinging to it, he tries to leave 

it untouched by the "phoniness" of the adult world. Ultimately, it is a physical object 

representing Holden’s fantasy of being "the catcher in the rye." 

Meanwhile, the ducks in the Central Park Lagoon symbolise Holden’s existential anxiety 

and fear of impermanence. Their seasonal disappearance from the frozen lagoon mirrors 

his sense of displacement and uncertainty about navigating life changes. Like Holden, the ducks 

are forced to adapt to the ice or flee. His obsessive questioning about their whereabouts stems 

from his desperate search for stability in a chaotic world. They serve as a metaphor for the fact 

that life offers neither guidance nor safety.  

Holden’s habitual smoking is a symbol of his silent rebellion against the societal norms 

he despises. By deliberately smoking in prohibited spaces (e.g., the dorm at Pencey Prep), 

he asserts his nonconformity, reinforcing his alienation from a hypocritical world: “It drove 

him crazy when you broke any rules. He never smoked in the dorm. It was only me” (p. 26). 

Consequently, it also doubles as a coping mechanism, revealing his anxiety from this decision 

to be individualistic and, therefore, alone.   
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The golden ring, which appears during the carousel scene, represents the impermanence 

of Holden’s life and the necessity of taking risks in the process of growing up. As children 

on the carousel reach for the prize, Holden realises that he cannot protect them – or himself – 

from life’s failures. By stating, “If they fall off, they fall off, but it’s bad if you say anything 

to them” (p. 126-7), Holden acknowledges that it is impossible to preserve purity indefinitely. 

This marks a significant shift in his emotional journey (see 3.2).  

Finally, it is necessary to mention the metaphor of being “the catcher in the rye”, which stems 

from Holden’s desire to protect innocence and protect children from the pain of adolescence. 

He envisions himself standing at the edge of a cliff, catching children before they “fall” into 

adulthood with all its harsh realities (see Sublimation). The origin of this phrase is explained 

in chapter 2.6. 

The Perks of Being a Wallflower 

The progression of the school year, along with the changing seasons (see Setting), 

symbolises the pressure of time. This relentless passage of time intensifies Charlie’s anxiety 

about growing up and transitioning into adulthood. His preoccupation with milestones, such as 

obtaining his driver’s license, further highlights the unavoidability of maturing. 

The same theme is echoed in the poem Absolutely Nothing, written by Osaanon Nimuss, which 

metaphorically describes the process of growing up as the descent into nihilism. It ends with 

imagery of self-harm, corresponding to the meaning of cliffs or abysses used as symbols. 

Charlie discovered this poem through his friend Michael prior to his decision to end his life, 

a fate that is eerily foreshadowed by the poem itself.  

The shopping mall, a “wasteland”, represents a place of consumerism where individuals engage 

in transactional exchanges that lack substantive meaning. Charlie observes the mechanical 

nature of these interactions, suggesting a pervasive sense of disconnection. Like a wasteland, 

this environment is filled with solitary figures: a lost child, a weary mother, tired fathers 

and disaffected teens. These characters epitomise alienation, wherein they coexist in proximity 

but fail to establish any meaningful connections.  

Similarly repressive, a cage can be symbolically represented by two objects: a suit and a glass 

dome. Charlie receives the suit from Patrick because “all the great writers used to wear suits all 

the time” (p. 75), yet it represents all the societal expectations that confine him. Wearing 
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it to school, he feels like an imposter31, as it represents all the qualities of adulthood he feels 

he lacks (e.g., masculinity and societal conformity). Those around him can perceive 

this discrepancy: “I decided to wear my new suit…and was teased mercilessly for nine straight 

hours. It was such a bad day” (p. 110). Similarly, the “giant dome like a glass snowball” 

(p. 105), in which he finds himself “trapped” during his experience with LSD, represents a type 

of prison. His friend Mark describes this dome as a “black glass dome” with stars appearing 

as mere holes. This dome, which encompasses the entire Earth, symbolises the confinement 

imposed by society, its expectations, and the limitations of his psyche. Although the dome 

appears infinite and makes Charlie feel small, Mark suggests that if “you went to heaven, 

the glass broke away, and there was nothing but a whole sheet of star white, which is brighter 

than anything but doesn’t hurt your eyes” (p. 105). This metaphor contrasts the oppressive black 

dome, representing the world's constraints, and the idea of death as an escape into infinite 

whiteness. 

Charlie’s introspection deepens through the prolonged staring at his reflection: “I stared at my 

reflection and the trees behind it for a long time. Not thinking anything. Not feeling anything. 

Not hearing the record. For hours” (p. 149). This passage shows his profound internal numbness 

and fragmented sense of self, as he can comprehend neither his appearance nor his emotions, 

which corresponds to the mirror as a symbol.  

Finally, the entire novel is structured as a journey of self-discovery. While a singular, explicit 

journey is not overtly shown in the text (except for Charlie physically transitioning between 

various locations), it parallels the theoretical idea that a journey filled with challenges represents 

a search for identity.  

Apart from these more conventional symbols, there are personal ones whose explanation 

requires further contextualisation from the novel:  

The most important is the tunnel, a symbol of liminality and transformation, a passage from 

internal darkness to external light. This progression is best summed up by the following, albeit 

a bit longer, passage:  

There’s something about that tunnel that leads to downtown…You start on one side 

of the mountain, and it’s dark, and the radio is loud. As you enter the tunnel, the wind gets sucked 

away, and you squint from the lights overhead. When you adjust to the lights, you can see the other 

 
31 This sentiment can also be inferred from his response to the gift: “I put on the suit even though I didn't feel like 

I really deserved to since all I write are essays for Bill” (p. 75-6), indicating that the transition to adulthood is 

imminent irrespective of his personal feelings or readiness.  
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side in the distance just as the sound of the radio fades to nothing because the waves just can’t 

reach. Then, you’re in the middle of the tunnel, and everything becomes a calm dream. As you see 

the opening get closer, you just can’t get there fast enough. And finally, just when you think you’ll 

never get there, you see the opening right in front of you. And the radio comes back even louder 

than you remember it. And the wind is waiting. And you fly out of the tunnel onto the bridge. 

And there it is. The city. A million lights… (p. 207).  

This transition can be understood not only as a movement from internal confusion towards 

clarity and understanding but also as a progression from childhood to adulthood. During this 

developmental phase, individuals may feel angst and loss, believing they will never regain their 

childhood’s security. Nevertheless, ultimately, you reach the point where everything gets clear 

again, and you find out that the journey was worthwhile. Furthermore, the tunnel metaphor 

represents a moment of liberation from external noise, providing an ephemeral sense of infinity 

and capturing the fleeting nature of happiness during adolescence. Ultimately, the tunnel 

illustrates the inherent dualities in life (e.g., joy and pain, hope and despair) and the necessity 

of embracing both aspects.  

Charlie’s smoking habit symbolises his conflicted relationship with self-harm, acting as both 

temporary relief and a source of resentment. Upon his first try of a cigarette, he notes how 

“it actually felt soothing” (p. 111) despite knowing it is unhealthy. This reaction signals 

the beginning of quick fixes to manage his angst. Before long, his dependency escalates, 

and he smokes “up to about ten cigarettes a day” (p. 112). After falling out with his friend 

group, he even turns to marihuana, admitting, “I’ve been smoking it all the time since” (p. 152). 

Although people around him try to help, like Bill, who gives him a pamphlet on smoking and his 

sister, who makes him promise to quit, Charlie deflects their concern with laughter or vague 

promises. His habit shows his inability to confront trauma or stress, and like most smokers, 

he uses it as a crutch to alleviate his angst.  

The typewriter, a gift from Sam during Secret Santa (p. 78), symbolises Charlie’s developing 

ability to express his emotions. When Sam writes “[w]rite about me sometime” (p. 78) 

on a piece of paper in the typewriter, Charlie types his first open confession: “I will. I love you, 

too” (p. 78). This marks a crucial shift in Charlie’s self-expression, moving from silent longing 

to honest communication. The typewriter also reflects Charlie’s academic growth. 

After receiving it, he writes his “best [paper] yet” for Bill on The Catcher in the Rye (p. 110), 

showing how it helps him transform his introspective thoughts into clear, structured writing. 



76 

 

In this way, the typewriter symbolises Charlie’s journey from a passive observer to an active 

producer by using his creativity. 

Snow and snowstorms represent Charlie’s internal struggles and enhance the themes 

of isolation, trauma and emotional detachment. It first appears as a backdrop during Aunt 

Helen’s fatal car accident on December 24, leading to Charlie’s lifelong guilt associated with it. 

The recurring imagery of snowstorms throughout the book reflects his deteriorating emotional 

state, culminating in him being found unconscious in the snow: “I laid down and made a snow 

angel. The policemen found me pale blue and asleep” (p. 107). Additionally, his solitary act 

of shovelling snow at a party symbolises his inability to connect fully with others. Thus, 

snow, in this context, becomes a metaphor for the burden of trauma, trapping Charlie in a cycle 

of guilt, reappearing every year as a physical reminder of the tragedy.  

Other symbols discussed in different chapters include the songs and books (see 3.4.3) 

and the Rocky Horror Picture Show, which serves as a rebellion against norms, masking 

vulnerability through performance (see Setting).  

Overall, the symbols and metaphors in The Catcher in the Rye and The Perks of Being 

a Wallflower are powerful tools for expressing the protagonists’ emotional struggles. 

Both novels use conventional literary symbols such as clocks, cages, and wastelands, even 

if adapted into different objects. Additionally, they develop unique personal metaphors 

that offer insight into the psyches of Holden and Charlie. For example, Holden’s red hunting 

hat and Charlie’s typewriter represent their desires for protection and self-expression, while 

elements such as the tunnel and the golden ring symbolise the inevitable transition into 

adulthood. 

Naturally, as both novels deal with angst extensively, there are many more minor symbols 

that could be analysed on this topic (e.g., Holden’s impaired vision as symbolic of moral 

confusion, Jane’s untouched kings as a symbol of purity Holden tries to protect, or the basement 

parties Charlie attends as labyrinths). However, since analysing these symbols is not the main 

focus of this thesis, it remains a topic open for future exploration. 
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4 Conclusion 

The thesis aimed to analyse teenage angst in two novels: Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye and 

Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower. The practical part did just that by examining 

the topic of adolescent angst through multiple relevant theoretical frameworks. 

First, the psychoanalytic examination confirmed that both protagonists struggle with inner 

conflicts rooted in Freud’s structural model, though they manifest them differently. Holden 

Caulfield’s psychological profile is marked by Id-driven rebellion, compulsive lying and 

aggressive outbursts, exemplifying failed Ego mediation. His reliance on defence mechanisms 

aligns with what could be termed as “defensive aggression.” In contrast, Charlie Kelmeckis 

embodies an overpowering Superego, with obsessive guilt over Aunt Helen’s abuse and death 

surfacing through self-punishing behaviours and dissociative episodes. However, while 

Holden’s defences remain rigid and constant32, Charlie demonstrates sublimation through 

writing, using his letters as a therapeutic tool.  

The existential analysis revealed that Holden’s and Charlie’s angst arises from Kierkegaard’s 

“dizziness of freedom” and Sartre’s notion that we are “condemned to be free.” Holden resists 

this need for self-definition by clinging to childhood ideals and thus escaping the uncertainties 

of adulthood. In contrast, Charlie gradually takes over his life and learns to create his own 

meaning despite all the surrounding anxieties. Holden’s stagnation reflects the existential dread, 

while Charlie’s growth demonstrates that with support, anguish can lead to self-actualisation.  

From a psychosocial perspective, Holden’s alienation stems from his failure to resolve 

Erikson’s identity vs. role confusion stage. His inability to work through his disdain 

for phoniness traps him in rebellion and isolates him from meaningful connections. Charlie, 

however, navigates this stage through a psychosocial moratorium. By experimenting with roles 

(e.g., observer, friend, actor, brother), he gradually integrated his trauma into a coherent 

identity. His supportive network acts as a catalyst for healing his social and romantic angst, 

contrasting sharply with Holden’s lack of guidance.  

Complementing this “developmental” analysis, the sociocultural perspective situates internal 

conflicts within a broader cultural context. It shows that while cultural norms and expectations 

impose rigid standards on adolescent behaviour (within the historical and cultural context), 

they also create an environment that can intensify feelings of alienation and angst. At the same 

 
32 While Holden uses writing as sublimation after his experiences, Charlie employs it in the moment of 

experiencing things. 
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time, the presence of supportive relationships plays a crucial role in fostering growth. This is 

clearly seen in the novels, where the cultural expectations contribute to the protagonists’ 

struggles with identity and self-expression. However, the guidance and friendship offered in 

The Perks of Being a Wallflower enable Charlie to develop a more coherent sense of self, 

whereas Holden’s lack of such support leaves him emotionally stagnant.  

The narrative comparison was helpful in exploring how form reflects angst and shapes 

the reader's perception of it. Holden’s stream-of-consciousness style replicates the disorganised 

psyche of an adolescent in crisis. The digressions and compulsive repetitions show his mental 

fragmentation, and his unreliability reflects the inability to mediate between reality and desire. 

The absence of any narrative frame beyond Holden’s retrospective account forces 

the subjectivity onto the reader and mirrors isolation. Charlie’s epistolary format, conversely, 

imposes structure. The chronological progression of the letters, from fragmented entries 

at the beginning to cohesive reflections by the end, visually depicts his psychological journey. 

The anonymity of his letters creates a paradox, where the letters are simultaneously 

confessional but also guarded, as Charlie leaves out what he does not want to disclose, showing 

his need for vulnerability and self-protection.  

Moreover, both novels use settings to map the internal struggles. Holden’s New York 

is a wasteland of corrupted innocence, except for the museum, where everything stays the same 

(if not for the explicit graffiti), and Phoebe’s room. Additionally, the constant presence 

of winter weather and icy roads mirrors his frozen emotional growth. Charlie’s suburban 

Pittsburgh, by contrast, moves through seasonal, and in turn emotional, cycles. The novel begins 

with autumn's uncertainty, followed by winter’s depressive isolation and culminates in tentative 

spring. The setting in this novel is similarly diverse: from anxiety-inducing high school 

to his bedroom, which stores all his memories and experiences.  

Lastly, the thesis explores the symbols and metaphors that externalise the protagonists’ inner 

world. While both novels share conventional symbols connected to angst, such as cages, 

wastelands, mazes or mirrors, they also employ personal symbols, which are even more striking 

and effective in conveying emotions. Holden’s most prized possession, his hunting hat, 

the colour of Allie’s hair, defies societal norms and, at the same time, shields him from reality. 

Charlie, too, has a symbolic piece of clothing - a suit that transports him into an “adult world”, 

though the central metaphor of The Perks of Being a Wallflower is connected to the Fort Pitt 

tunnel and the cathartic experience of driving through it.  
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Overall, these findings collectively demonstrate that the core experience of adolescent angst 

remains recognisable across generations, and adolescents all over fight with identity crises, 

social alienation and overwhelming emotions. Ultimately, both novels achieve their power 

by conveying the complexity of adolescent struggle without either romanticising 

or pathologising it. They answer the initial questions by showing angst as psychologically 

complex and stable across generations, though to some extent culturally shaped, universally 

resonant and narratively constructed but still emotionally authentic.  

 Future research could expand this analysis to contemporary works dealing with digital 

alienation and social media (e.g., The Hate U Give) to examine how it reshapes adolescent 

angst. 
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