
Abstract 
The aim of this thesis is to study four characters in the works of the American 

Jewish author J.D. Salinger, namely in The Catcher in the Rye, Franny and Zooey, 

“Raise High the Roofbeam, Carpenters,” “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” and 

“Teddy.”  The characters chosen for this thesis are Holden Caulfield, Franny Glass, 

Seymour Glass and Teddy McArdle. All these characters have found themselves at a 

critical point in their lives faced with questions about the meaning of life. They search 

for genuineness and struggle against “phoniness,” to use Holden’s favourite word, and 

do not feel content with the values set by the postwar American society. This thesis 

studies the reasons for their crises, their search for identity, together with its 

outcomes. It determines what role religion, faith and philosophy play in the process. 

The socio-cultural context of Salinger’s work encourages questions about identity 

not only as a consequence of the confusion in identity and values brought about by the 

Second World War but also the tensions caused by the Cold War. Salinger’s 

characters studied in this thesis are intellectuals who search for answers to existential 

questions in this period of change and as a result of not wanting to belong they 

alienate themselves from the society.  

This thesis examines the choice of Salinger’s characters in relation to 

existentialism, a school of thought particularly popular in the Unites States after the 

Second World War. The existentialist focus on the individual and the cultivation of 

identity are well visible in the characters who try to find the meaning of their lives 

and live as well as they possibly can because, as Franny points out, they perceive 

everything that everyone else does as “tiny and meaningless.”  

The characters’ search for identity is also affected by religion to a great extent, 

more specifically by Zen Buddhism. According to Salinger’s biographer, Ian 

Hamilton, Salinger was profoundly influenced by Zen Buddhism and it is reflected in 

his writing as well. Salinger’s characters, especially the Glass children and Teddy, 

allude to the teachings of Zen and stress the importance of individual experience and 

being able to live in the moment. None of the characters find solace in the traditional 

Christian understanding of the world and they find more inspiration in Eastern 

philosophies and religion. Thus, Salinger’s characters represent a movement towards 

Eastern philosophy of living, which underlines their uniqueness and a certain 

deviation from the norm. Some critics also suggest that the characters resemble some 



aspects of Jewishness, which is also discussed in the thesis; however, the emphasis is 

put on Zen Buddhism, which plays a more significant role in the characters’ 

development. 

The thesis also discusses secular faith in people and values they represent. 

Salinger’s characters may seem nihilistic, however, they do believe or have faith in 

people such as their siblings, who represent genuineness for them. I draw attention to 

the link between secular faith in people and emulation of these, which is destructive to 

the characters’ individuality. 

Finally, this thesis focuses on the search for identity of the four characters and 

establishes the conflicts they have to deal with and which block them from growing 

up. Emphasis is put on the conflict between childhood and adulthood, and an overall 

absence of adult role models in the characters’ lives, which results in their inability to 

embrace adulthood. 

	  


