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Summary 


This thesis is a comparative analysis of four counter-cultural novels, as well as a 
 comparison between the counter-culture in the 1950’s and the 1990’s. In my thesis I have 
 analyzed why and how the main character in each novel has opposed mainstream society. 


Later I have compared the two books from the 1950’s with each other, and repeated this 
 process for the two books from the 1990’s to find individual differences as well as patterns 
 that might represent issues common for young people of that time period. In my conclusion 
 I have compared the two time periods, asked why most counter-cultural movements 


ultimately failed and discussed their legacy for mainstream American culture. Here I have 
found that counter-cultural behavior in the 1990’s is not only similar to that of the 1950’s, 
but also that as the movement of the 1950’s failed to have any lasting impact on capitalism 
and consumerism, but was rather co-opted by mainstream society, this movement failed to 
solve many of the problems that the next generation inherited in the 1990’s. 
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In this thesis I have chosen to write about four books that have all received both 
 criticism and praise; some have previously been censored and some have even been 
 banned. Though themes and style of writing vary, they have one thing in common: when 
 published they all challenged the conventional world of modern western society, by 
 representing counter-cultures and what the pillars of society might call “misled youth.” To 
 make a comparison both possible and interesting, I have chosen two books credited by 
 many for giving birth to and documenting the counter-culture at its beginnings in the 
 1950´s, when it grew from being a small minority phenomenon to becoming a social 
 movement. The books are The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger and On the Road by 
 Jack Kerouac. 


From the 1990´s I have chosen Fight Club by Chuck Palahniuk and Generation X 
 by Douglas Coupland. Both books carry on the tradition of the books from the 50´s when it 
 comes to representing the life and lifestyle of young “outsiders”, using profanity, criticism 
 of religion and explicit descriptions of sex to create similar negative reactions among the 
 older generation. Even though all chosen books in various ways involve mostly men and 
 masculinity in the counter-cultural protest, the books from the 90´s to a larger degree 
 discuss the loss of masculinity in modern society and outdated family values. The books 
 from the 90´s are also more direct in their criticism of consumerism and of how the 


wealthy and technologically advanced western societies make groups of young people feel 
 alienated. Why this might be will be discussed in my thesis, alongside how the counter-
 cultural opposition might have evolved from its birth in the 50’s to a more mature age in 
 the 90’s. 


Firstly I will analyze and create counter-cultural profiles of the books from the 50´s 
and compare them to each other, both thematically and in terms of their motivations, 
legacy, response and representation and influence of counter-cultural aspects. Next I will 
repeat the procedure for the books of the 90´s. In my last chapter and in my Conclusion, I 
will analyze my findings further. Did the books of the 50´s create a genre still viable and 
copied by the books of the 90´s? Do they represent the same problems and the same genre, 
but in a different time? Or are the books from the 90´s written as representatives of a 
counter-cultural opposition to the society created by the generation from the 50´s?  
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Another theme I will connect to the literature is social class. The rise of teenagers 
 and young adults as a social group and economic target market occurred for the white 
 middle-class in the 50’s, and in the 90’s they were targeted more than ever as corporate 
 businesses even created tailored-made TV channels to reach out to youth. I will attempt to 
 exemplify how representatives from the middleclass have become these books’ main 
 characters, target audience and perhaps inspiration that allowed these books to exist. I have 
 a theory that the counter-culture in many respects is a luxury problem because of the 
 economic boom in post-war America.  


The structure of society remained the same in the 90’s, but young people’s 
 prospects were not as promising. This causes the generation of the 90´s to have new 


challenges that they blame their parent’s generation, on top of having the same problems as 
 youngsters in the 50´s. This leads me to an attempt to compare these two groups. Is it a 
 repetitive cycle or did the actions of the 50´s generation cause a new group to emerge, only 
 to rebel against the first generation of rebels? 


Based on these analyses, I can create a counter-cultural profile for each character and 
each time period, which will make it possible to see patterns and differences and will 
possibly clarify why, what and how these characters formed a counter-cultural opposition 
against the establishment. 
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Chapter One: The Catcher in the Rye 


The Catcher in the Rye was written by Jerome David Salinger (better known as J.D. 


Salinger), and originally published in 1951.1 It is written in the first person and the 
 narrator’s voice seems to be located in a psychiatric institution in the Los Angeles area. 


(1,213) The narrator is Holden Caulfield, a 16-year-old boy from New York who struggles 
 to find his place in life. When the reader meets Holden, he has just gotten himself expelled 
 from Pencey Preparatory, a boarding school in Pennsylvania. (2) This is not the first school 
 Holden has been expelled from, seemingly with no regrets. Holden is in general critical of 
 his fellow students and teachers and the emerging capitalist and commodity-based society 
 of the fifties in general. He repeatedly calls those he dislikes for “phonies”.2 (4)  


In this chapter I will attempt to analyze how Holden expresses his counter-cultural 
 attitudes and social criticism against both his fellow students and the “establishment” of 
 the adult world. I will describe why he is opposed to the attitudes and lifestyles of most of 
 the people he is surrounded by, what tools and means he uses in his oppositional reactions, 
 and the results of this. I have tried to describe the kind of world Holden would like to live 
 in and what I believe to be the reasons why. From this I have been able to create what one 
 can call a counter-cultural profile of Holden and The Catcher in the Rye. This can be used 
 in my comparison with the three other books.  


Holden has to return to his family in New York City, something he dreads, as he 
 knows his parents will be both disappointed and outraged. His mother is still mourning the 
 death of his younger brother Allie from leukemia, who, along with Holden’s little sister 
 Phoebe, seems to be the only person he holds in high regard. In The Catcher in the Rye we 
 embark on a journey with Holden from his last few days in school through his first few 
 days in New York. 


During his journey Holden socializes with a lot of people, from classmates and 
 their parents to dates, taxi drivers and prostitutes. Holden rarely seems to like any of the 
 people he meets, continuously pointing out what he views as “phony” about each person. 


The meaning of the word phony is according to the Oxford dictionaries: not genuine; a 
 fraudulent person or thing.3 Holden values honesty and integrity above all, and he 
 measures everybody he meets in order to decide to what degree they have broken with 
                                                                                                                                                                         


1 Warren French, J.D. Salinger (Twayne Publishers, 1963), 28. 


2 Warren French. J.D. Salinger, 4, Martin Halliwell, Twentieth Century American Culture, American Culture in 
 the 1950s (Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 66.   


3http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/phoney?q=phony      
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these basic values. Holden usually does not like what his peers, capitalism, popular culture 
 or the authorities stand for, believing the authorities surrounding him mold his peers into 
 people with double standards who only wish to please or impress each other. Holden uses 
 as lot of sarcasm in his dialog with them to show his disgust and distance to what they 
 represent. He calls many of his conversations “horsing around” (21) and seems to converse 
 only to pass time, often saying to people acting in or representing views he does not 


approve of, “your are such a prince”. (24) Although he is sociable throughout the novel, 
 one gets the impression of Holden being a loner who seems to represent a different view of 
 the world than the people he is surrounded by. This development seems to increase 


throughout the book as he distances himself further and further from people and the normal 
 and accepted values of society.  Toward the end of the book he states that “he wishes to 
 move out in the wilderness, do odd jobs, marry a mute and only have his brother or sister 
 visit him once in a while.” (165,198) His 10-year old sister Phoebe is devastated when he 
 wants to leave, she begs Holden to stay or to take her with him. In the last few pages he 
 apparently gives in to her pressure, as he seems to realize that his solution of withdrawal 
 will not help protect those he cares about against the inevitable exposure to the phoniness 
 in society. 


Although J.D. Salinger is not the only American author from the 1950´s to use 
 profanity, anti-Christian messages and explicit sexual references, it caused huge reactions 
 from the public at the time of the novel’s publication. 4  This was at least partially caused 
 by the paranoid attitude of the American Government in the midst of the Cold War with 
 the Soviet Union. During the McCarthy Era, oppositional thoughts often had negative 
 consequences, as many in the USA were so influenced by anti-Communist propaganda that 
 music, film or literature that could be interpreted to have an anti-American message could 
 be censored or banned and in rare cases authors and publishers might be prosecuted.5
 However, at the same time the middle class enjoyed a period of prosperity as both 


increased personal income and many products of the new technology characterized middle 
 class households across America.6 As a result of this, a new and young demographic group 
 of people emerged, namely teenagers and young adults, and they looked for idols and ideas 
 elsewhere than their parents’ generation.7


                                                                                                                                                                        


4 Martin Halliwell, Twentieth Century American Culture, American Culture in the 1950s, 2,53 


5 http://www.thirdworldtraveler.com/McCarthyism/HUAC_Rise_AntiCommun.html   


6 http://www.duke.edu/~ajc6/7up/Conformity.htm  


7  Martin Halliwell, Twentieth Century American Culture, American Culture in the 1950s, 2-3 
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 According to Martin Halliwell, Holden Caulfield represents a type of anti-hero 
 who in many ways was typical of postwar literature.8 There might be many reasons for this 
 oppositional behavior, but one major reason I believe is the emergence of teenagers as a 
 definable social group. With increased prosperity in middle-class families and fewer 
 worries about their personal future, young people did not need to enter the workforce as 
 early as was the case for their parents’ generation, giving them time to study, travel, gather 
 in groups with peers their own age, ponder over the world’s problems and attempt to fulfill 
 dreams instead of “earning money for their daily bread.”  They were bored with the 


conventional and unexciting world of their elders, and this opened up for the evolution of 
 several forms of counter-cultural protest.9  Though not yet members of the Baby Boom 
 generation, they had already become a large demographic group with higher education and 
 economic purchasing power and were a tempting target for various prospering markets.10
 Most essentially I think Holden Caulfield represents an upper-middle-class American boy 
 who does not yet have to worry about survival and making a living in the future. He is 
 placed in school to be molded into what his parents’ generation and their society believe 
 are good young boys, in order to acquire the skills they think their world will demand from 
 these young men in the future.11 The Second World War was over, and optimism and 
 normalization were the name of the game, but where should young men place themselves 
 in this booming society full of expectations?12  


One of the main institutions that Holden observes is the school system. He is highly 
 critical of both the adults in charge and his peers, and from this, questions about the 


purpose of the institutions and people’s attitudes toward them arise in his mind.13  The 
 distaste for the school system creates a wish in Holden to avoid having to live in or make a 
 living in the world he is surrounded by. (200) Holden values honesty and integrity, and is 
 under the impression that the morality instilled in students at school has eradicated these 
 values. Pencey has a motto: “Since 1888 we have been molding boys into splendid clear-
 thinking young men.”(2) And Holden’s thoughts of it: “Strictly for the birds. They don’t 
                                                                                                                                                                         


8 Martin Halliwell, Twentieth Century American Culture, American Culture in the 1950s, 60 


9 http://homepages.gac.edu/~jcullip/workexamples/mea.html http://www.medialit.org/reading-room/savers-
 spenders-how-children-became-consumer-market  


10 http://www.enotes.com/1950-lifestyles-social-trends-american-decades/youth    


11 Christopher Brookeman, “Pencey Preppy: Cultural Codes in The Catcher In the Rye” In The American Novel: 


New Essays on The Catcher in the Rye, Edited by Jack Salzman, (New York, The Press Syndicate of the 
 University of Cambridge, 1991), 59


12 http://homepages.gac.edu/~jcullip/workexamples/mea.html   


13 Christopher Brookeman, “Pencey Preppy: Cultural Codes in The Catcher In the Rye” In The American Novel: 


New Essays on The Catcher in the Rye, Edited by Jack Salzman, 59-65   
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do any damn more molding at Pencey than they do at any other school. And I didn’t know 
 anybody there that was splendid and clear-thinking and all.”(2) As he resents school and 
 most of the people he meets there, he distances himself from it, and out of his negative 
 reactions his personal counter-cultural protest emerges. Holden does not seem to lack skills 
 academically; the reader is given the impression that he is both literate and generally 
 intelligent, and his history teacher Mr. Spencer, whom he visits before he departs, seems to 
 respect him even though Holden seems to have failed his subject on purpose. (11) He 
 simply does not wish to be at Pencey Prep, and because of this he performs badly in most 
 of his subjects and sometimes even seems to do his schoolwork in an unconventional 
 manner so as to provoke his teachers or simply make a statement. (12) This is exemplified 
 by part of his exam answer in history: “That is all I know about the Egyptians. I can’t seem 
 to get very interested in them although your lectures are very interesting. It is all right with 
 me if you flunk me though, as I am flunking everything except English anyway.” (12) It is 
 all the phonies Holden has such distaste for, and when it comes to the grownups involved 
 in Pencey Prep, he believes most of their actions are false and motivated by a wish to gain 
 popularity with the parents or to enhance their economic benefits. I believe this to be a 
 causal factor for Holden often doing the opposite of what is expected of him. 


 Besides socializing with his history teacher, he spends his last days at Pencey Prep 
 socializing with fellow students. His socializing revolves around his roommate, a senior 
 named Stradlater, and the boy in the neighboring room, another senior named Robert 
 Ackley. During the early pages of the novel we get clear signals that Holden intentionally 
 distances himself from the school and his peers, and as with the staff of grown-ups, he also 
 acts unconventionally as a rebellion against what he sees as phony in his fellow students. 


Initially he shows this by stating that he has no interest in watching the football game 
 everybody is attending, giving the reader the impression that he finds it pointless and 
 would only have gone if there were more girls in attendance.  (3) He strongly dislikes the 
 excluding cliques and how everybody strives for popularity by denigrating other students. 


Holden’s distaste for teenage cliques is where I believe he differs from other young people 
 involved in counter-cultural-movements in postwar America. When one is a part of a 
 counter-cultural movement, one is usually deemed an outsider by the dominant society. 


However, the Beats for instance gathered collectively and tried to project their ideas 
through a variety of works while seemingly seeking camaraderie, creating their own social 
group. Holden is seemingly at odds with, or skeptical to so many, that he wants to go 
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through his protest alone, only seeking moral support from a few people above his age 
 group instead of searching to join peers with a potentially similar mind-set. 


His roommate Stradlater is what Holden calls “a handsome bastard”. (32) Stradlater 
 is what you would call “a jock” when you refer to social divisions at American high 


schools and colleges. According to Holden, Stradlater is handsome, popular and a pretty 
 nice guy. Nonetheless, he is a phony in Holden’s mind and he also believes himself to be 
 more intelligent than him. Holden is very curious and jealous about his date, Jane 


Gallagher, on whom he has a crush and finds very intelligent. It seems as if he can’t resist 
 provoking and criticizing, and he begins “horsing around” with Stradlater in seeming 
 disappointment that Jane has chosen to go out with a guy Holden believes has worse values 
 than himself. My first thought before I had read further into the book and become more 
 acquainted with Holden as a person, was the impression that he is quite under-stimulated, 
 stirring up commotion everywhere he goes. However, he can compromise as long as he 
 can set some terms, as when Stradlater manages to convince Holden to do his homework 
 for him. Holden is supposed to describe a room in a house, but writes a paper describing 
 his younger brother’s baseball glove, which he likes because Allie used to write nice 
 poems on it. (38) Stradlater´s response to this is, “you don’t do one thing as you are 
 supposed to”. (41) I think Stradlater´s response clearly symbolizes Holden’s counter-
 cultural attitude towards the school and group mentality. He seems to disregard both what 
 the school as an institution would expect or want from a paper like that, and what a popular 
 student such as Stradlater considers “normal” or “correct”. Holden seems to know that this 
 is a provocation, but my impression is that he also chose to write the paper in an 


unconventional manner because it gives him the opportunity to show the reader some of 
 his own unconventional values. To back up the statement that Holden deliberately 
 disregards authority and the social expectations they have of him, it is worth mentioning 
 that after his argument with Stradlater, he lights himself a cigarette in their room because 


“it drove Stradlater crazy when you broke any of the rules.” (41) This attitude is seen 
 repeatedly from Holden towards both the system he is caught in and his fellow students 
 who attempt to fit in, instead of colliding with the school and other systems dedicated to 
 the development and education of young people.  


Holden repeatedly uses exaggeration and sarcasm in his description of people. He 
describes his neighbor Ackley as “a nasty guy with his mouth full of peas and potatoes that 
barges in on him 85 times a day” (19) and Stradlater as a guy “who thinks he is the most 
handsome guy in the Western Hemisphere.” (27) 
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As mentioned above, Holden does not like many of the people he knows. It becomes quite 
 clear early on that his strongest dislike is for the market powers and powerful people in 
 society that have created and promote the systems and values he sees and dislikes in 
 people. He begins this criticism of capitalism and phoniness on page (16), where a wealthy 
 man in the funeral and undertaking business named Ossenburger, whom his school 


building is named after, holds a speech about “how one should always talk to Jesus where 
 you are.” Holden calls him “a big phony bastard who probably asks Jesus for a few more 
 stiffs” (16) and continues by observing that “Ossenburger probably just puts the bodies in a 
 sack and dumps them in the river.” (17) I interpret this not so much as an attack on 


Christianity itself, but on how people use religion to earn a lot of money or to build an 
 image as a good person. Holden clearly does not think much of what Ossenburger does for 
 a living, nor does he approve of the fact that he shows up displaying his wealth in a big 
 Cadillac and hypocritically attempts to inspire the students to become God-fearing young 
 men. (16,17) My impression is that Ossenburger is the perfect example of a phony, 


representing everything Holden finds wrong and repulsive in society. Holden clearly thinks 
 Ossenburger is a hypocrite who uses religion as a motivational factor to become rich, and 
 tries to impress people by driving a Cadillac for all to see. If Ossenburger is the kind of 
 person who gets a school-building named after him, it is not surprising that Holden wants 
 out, and spends much of his time criticizing and avoiding school institutions that are a part 
 of the phony world he despises. 


 Throughout the book Holden continues displaying his negative views of people 
 with wealth, power or fame; people he believes are not true to whom they really are. 


Included in this criticism are musicians and actors, and especially the fans that adore them. 


He observes that “people are morons who laugh and clap at the wrong time and that if he 
 was a famous actor or piano player and these people liked him, he would hate it.” (84) He 
 applies strict rules to himself in order to “keep it real”, and tells the reader how he was 
 once offered a role in a movie, but “ anybody that hates the movies as much as I do would 
 be a phony to be in one.” (77) 


However, Holden is very interested in girls. When it comes to dating, he tends to 
 relax his requirements of honesty, but not without complaining about it. His date Sally 
 Hayes likes both celebrities and the movies, and therefore he decides to take her to a play 
 and intends to impress her by getting tickets to a show with the famous Lunts in it.14 His 
                                                                                                                                                                         


14 http://www.infoplease.com/ce6/people/A0830632.html  
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motivation seems to be his desire to impress her, and to impress the world around him by 
 dating a “hot” girl like Sally. He gives the impression that he does not like Sally’s 


personality that much, saying that she wishes to be sophisticated and that she is “the queen 
 of phonies.” (118) He even thinks she is so stunning that he wants to marry her at first 
 sight and manages to steal a kiss in the taxicab. (125) Holden admits that the play is not 
 that bad, but still thinks the main characters are showing off and that the crowd is a bunch 
 of “jerks” that try to impress each other by talking loudly during the intermission about 
 their interpretations and knowledge of the play. Name-dropping especially irritates him as 
 it exemplifies how the crowd attempts to impress each other not by their own talents, but 
 by referring to people they claim to know who are famous or well liked. His attraction to 
 Sally soon evaporates; Holden gives her a long lecture on all the things he finds phony in 
 NYC from cab drivers to boys she talks to who like the Lunts. (130) However, he still 
 turns around and asks Sally to escape to the woods with him. (132) Holden does not quite 
 know how to react when Sally, not surprisingly says no and criticizes his views and ideas. 


He strikes back with criticism and cuts the date short. After she starts to cry, he does not 
 show signs of empathy or regret; he admits to the reader that he apologizes because he 
 does not want her to tell her intimidating father about his bad behavior.(134) 


Usually in the book, Holden seems to be pretty insightful, fair and balanced and 
 often willing to please others, such as bragging to a mother about her son who he actually 
 thinks is “a phony bastard” and charming and donating large sums to two nuns. (54,110) 
 An observation I have made which is backed up by Christopher Brookeman, is that most of 
 Holden’s criticism towards society comes from a prep school boy’s point of view.15 The 
 phonies he mentions repeatedly throughout the book are usually young people like himself 
 enjoying various commodities targeted towards them, such as the movies, bars and school 
 sports games, which he takes a stand against. The grownups he finds phony are the ones 
 responsible for creating or supporting these institutions or serving in them. In many ways 
 Holden lives in a small world, but the prep school system was common all over the USA, 
 and his home city of New York has been and is a city that usually sets the standard for 
 norms and fads in both business and popular culture. This is why I believe Holden 
 manages to expose what can be viewed as phoniness in society, which is often driven by 
 fame and money and displaying false attitudes to achieve this. For instance, he finds it 
 ridiculous that his school always serves the students beef on Saturdays, well knowing that 
                                                                                                                                                                         


15 Jack Salzman, The American Novel, New Essays on The Catcher in the Rye: (Christopher Brookeman, Pencey 
Preppy: Cultural Codes in The Catcher in the Rye), 58   
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parents visit on Sundays and will easily be impressed if they ask their sons what they had 
 for dinner yesterday. (35)  


Postwar America was a society where affluent parents in many respects passed on 
 the responsibility of raising their children to boarding schools. In a setting where teenage 
 boys or girls were secluded from grownups, and surrounded by peers their own age, a prep 
 school can be viewed as an institution where upper-middle and upper-class boys are 


gathered together to be shaped and trained to fit into a corporate grown-up society, in other 
 words molded into what the older generations wanted and expected.16 Such a prep school 
 system may be seen to contradict the traditional American individualistic culture of every 
 man for himself and the American Dream. Holden’s adolescent rebellion is also against 
 this institution that tries to shape him and his peers into one conformist monoculture, as he 
 seems to despise both well-wishers and others attempting to guide or advise him. Based on 
 the fact that he has attended three of these prep schools, it is no wonder that his criticism 
 and commentary are often focused on the prep school system. (4,10,13) He does not only 
 respond negatively to the authorities that attempt to shape him, but also to the social 
 gatherings of the students, where everybody attempts to fit into cliques with their own 
 exclusive social codes.  


Holden is a typical outsider who often looks from the outside and in when he 
 comments on his surrounding society. However, I partly agree with the observation that 
 Holden can be classified as both an insider and an outsider.17 Brookeman argues for such a 
 view, because Holden knows most of the social codes, such as the codes for dating, and is 
 often in need of company, which he seeks in fellow students, old acquaintances and even 
 cab drivers.18 I do not believe him to be a real insider, because he does not seem to fit in 
 anywhere he goes, but the fact that he knows the social codes, whether it involves talking 
 to parents, golfing or dating shows that he might have been raised to be one. This I believe 
 is important for the validity of his social criticism. Had he been so alone that he had no 
 contact with or insight into these institutions, it would have been much harder to take his 
 observational criticism seriously. Holden also seems to make some attempts to fit in, not 
 with everybody, but with people who he looks up to or wants to learn from. This is his 
 attempt to find some security in a world he distrusts. This is why Holden likes the Museum 


                                                                                                                                                                        


16 Ibid, 57-68 


17 Harold Bloom, Bloom’s Major Literary Characters, Holden Caulfield, (Chelsea House Publishers, 2005) 2  


18 Jack Salzman, The American Novel, New Essays on The Catcher in the Rye: Christopher Brookeman, Pencey 
Preppy: Cultural Codes in The Catcher in the Rye, 62   
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so much, because here nothing changes, unlike the people he is surrounded by.19 These 
 people all disappoint Holden throughout his journey; they go from being at least partly 
 admired to becoming satirized along with the rest of society he has been raised to be a part 
 of.20  


Carl Luce is a young man Holden might not admire so much as a person, but he is 
 curious about and jealous of his alleged sexual experience. He is a slightly older friend 
 from a previous school who loved to brag and gossip. (142) These are traits Holden usually 
 does not find positive in people, but once again his sexual curiosity trumps his values. 


When they meet up in New York, Luce has apparently become a pretentious college 
 student who spends most of his time in a sexual relationship with an older Asian woman, 
 but has become too cool to talk to Holden about it; instead he tells Holden how “immature 
 his mind is.” (148) Holden also visits an old English teacher named Mr. Antolini from his 
 previous school Elkton Hills. Holden is still in hiding from his parents and needs a place to 
 stay. Mr. Antolini is a man Holden had a lot of respect for as a teacher (“one could kid 
 around without losing respect for him.”) (174) The reader is given the impression that Mr. 


Antolini is one of the few grown-ups Holden has respect for. The suicide of James Castle 
 after being bullied at Elkton Hills seems to have moved Holden, and it occurred not too 
 long after his brother’s death. Mr. Antolini was the only one to take action by retrieving 
 the body. (174) This seems to have left a good impression on Holden. Mr. Antolini 


frequently visited Holden after he was expelled from Elkton Hills, displaying to Holden an 
 act of friendship and care, even though Holden’s expulsion signifies that he was a failure 
 in terms of the rules and norms of Elkton Hills. (180)  


A hint that Mr. Antolini is a man who goes against the grain is that he is married to 
 a much older woman who according to Holden’s exaggerated comment “is about sixty 
 years older than him.” (181) Most importantly, Mr. Antolini advised Holden’s Brother 
 D.B. not to take his writing to Hollywood as he thought he was too gifted. (181) As 


mentioned earlier in this chapter, Holden despises the movies, and he criticizes his brother, 
 whose writing he used to respect before he decided to “prostitute” himself in Hollywood 
 when he became successful. (2) Mr. Antolini shares Holden’s view on this matter, and at 
 the same time shows that he values integrity, which is a major point for Holden in his 
 hatred of the phonies. Holden believes that prep schools, capitalism and market powers 
                                                                                                                                                                         


19 Malcolm M, Marsden, If you really want to know: A Catcher casebook: Hugh Maclean, From “Conservatism 
 in American Fiction”, 15 


20 Ibid   
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corrupt young people and as I have mentioned, he wants to save children before they get 
 too exposed to these detrimental influences. Mr. Antolini is both a grown-up and a teacher 
 at a prep school, and he has somehow managed to avoid becoming a phony, and in fact 
 maintained much integrity. This I believe must be a beacon of hope for Holden showing 
 how it might be possible to withstand the pressures from the dominant society and 
 institutions, even while living in it. During Holden’s visit however, Mr. Antolini 


disappoints him (191), just as Carl Luce, Sally Hayes, Jane Gallagher and his older brother 
 D.B. have. 


During their time together, Mr. Antolini does not do anything that Holden 
 especially criticizes. He tries to straighten Holden out by saying that, “but I can very 
 clearly see you dying nobly, one way or another, for some highly unworthy cause.” (188) 
 Mr. Antolini continues to instruct Holden by quoting a psychoanalyst, “The mark of the 
 immature man is that he wants to die nobly for a cause, while the mark of the mature man 
 is that he wants to live humbly for one.” (188) He acknowledges that he understands that 
 Holden is at a crossroads in life where many young men sometimes are, in a situation 


“where they are in search of something more that they do not believe society can supply 
 them with, and that many give up before they even get started.” (187) Mr. Antolini is 
 referring to Holden’s path at school and life in general and attempts to motivate him. Mr. 


Antolini even says that it is “common to be sickened by human behavior for a period in 
 life” (189), but since Holden apparently “loves knowledge,” (189) he should “apply 
 himself in school” (189) and “he will find answers dear to his heart.” (189) My 


interpretation is that there might be answers ahead of Holden if he cleans up his act and 
 attempts to live for something that he is enthusiastic about, but that he wants to make this 
 choice himself and not have it forced upon him by adults who think they know better. 


Holden clearly does not like being confronted and analyzed, and in my opinion he has 
 contacted Mr. Antolini not only to get a roof over his head, but also to get some 
 reassurance and support when it comes to his choices and ideas. Holden is a complex 
 character, he seems to want support from Mr. Antolini, but when he suggests that Holden 
 should face his issues with a different approach, necessarily implying that he has to 
 compromise his values, Holden pulls back and reclaims his regular role as a self-


proclaimed anti-hero-outcast. Mr. Antolini seems to suggest that Holden should be patient 
 and work for his beliefs, understanding that Holden is in a critical phase of his young life. 


Holden’s refusal to listen gives me the impression that even though he wants to save 
others, he does not want to be saved himself, basing his refusal on what seems to be a 
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blend of integrity and stubbornness.  This can be connected to a statement Holden makes 
 later when he is watching Phoebe ride a carousel. He observes Phoebe and all the other 
 kids grab for a golden ring and says “The thing with kids is if they want to grab for 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 something to them.” (211) What Holden is saying is that you might have 
 the answer, but you have to let the kids find out for themselves. In other words being a 


“catcher in the rye” is not a viable strategy. The same rule is applied to life in general. 


According to Warren French, this can be connected to Holden’s conversation with Mr. 


Antolini, because Antolini seems to have Holden’s answers, but he needs to find this out 
 for himself.21  


When Holden goes to sleep, Mr. Antolini sits down by the couch and starts patting 
 Holden’s head. Holden reacts by rushing up and leaving the premises.  Holden seems very 
 scared by Mr. Antolini’s behavior, and adds that he has known too many perverts in school 
 and interprets the behavior as “flitty” (gay). (192-193) 22 Holden does not go into too much 
 detail about his distaste for homosexuals, but he also uses the word “flit” negatively in the 
 same sentences as he refers to perverts, whom he seems to fear.23 It is a sad scene in the 
 book, because essentially it exemplifies that Holden has been let down or betrayed so 
 many times by “phonies” that he completely rejects one of his few allies in society.  


 I think the scene with Mr. Antolini leads to a turning-point for Holden. Previously 
 he has approached acquaintances, both his own age and older, in what may seem to be a 
 reaching out for support, further knowledge and understanding. After his visit to Mr. 


Antolini fails, he begins to realize that nobody seems to think like him.  He sees that 


people he had faith in can also be corrupted by society, or at least fail to understand his real 
 needs. I believe, however, that Mr. Antolini has not been corrupted, at least to a lesser 
 degree than the others Holden is surrounded by. He is mistakenly associated with the ones 
 who actually failed Holden while he attempts to help him, only because of Holden’s fear of 
 anything considered homosexual. The fact that Holden does not seem to find anyone who 
 agrees with him does not cause him to reevaluate his opinions or mindset. Instead he 
 begins to seek more contact with Phoebe and younger children, since he naturally views 
 their minds as more pure and not yet corrupted. This is when he starts seeing himself as a 
                                                                                                                                                                         


21 Warren French. “The Artist as a Very Nervous Young Man”, In Bloom’s Major Literary Characters: Holden 
 Caulfield, Edited by Harold Bloom, 67 


22 http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=flit   


23 Maxwell Geismar, “American Moderns: From Rebellion to Conformity”, In If you really want to know: a 
Catcher casebook, edited by Malcolm M. Marsden, 45   



(18)14   


Catcher in the Rye, inspired by a Robert Burns poem named “Comin’ thro’ the rye” that 
 Phoebe has recited for him earlier.24 This expression is connected to one of his visions of 
 himself where “he is by the backdrop of a cliff hidden waiting to catch and protect the 
 playing children who might fall off the edge.” (173) This emphasizes how much Holden 
 wishes to protect the minds and lives of children, especially his sister Phoebe, from 


becoming too exposed to the various people and institutions he believes will turn them into 
 phonies. This is ultimately what makes him give up his tentative plans for escape to the 
 forest and instead stay and confront the trouble he has coming with his parents. (207) 25  


 Holden has all along been critical of the establishment in society. He has distanced 
 himself further and further from people and accepted the role of an outcast. As Arthur 
 Heiserman & James E. Miller, Jr. put it, “Holden refuses to compromise with adulthood 
 and his heroism drives him berserk.”26 Ironically, his wish to escape is created by his love 
 for his fellow human beings and his wish to save them. These two critics also point this out 
 by saying two things: “He can only become a catcher in the rye in this world by leaving it, 
 and that to do good in this world he has to become a ”bad boy” who confounds the society 
 of men.”27 By this they probably mean that he has to leave or disconnect himself from the 
 world he is surrounded by and become “uncivilized” in order to preserve his goodness and 
 protect the ones who are yet unspoiled. This strengthens my previous argument that he 
 himself seeks an escape from the world and seeks the world of children, not only to save 
 his sister, but also to free himself from all norms and pressures that make him so anxious 
 about phoniness. As a child he had all that he now tries to preserve, and this is probably 
 why Phoebe is so important to him, because she has become his symbol of childlike truth 
 and innocence. During what he has planned to be his last meeting with Phoebe, I think 
 Holden realizes that his motivation to live a solitary life is really based on his wish to reject 
 the values of the world around him. His choice to stay might not only be based on his 
 realization that isolation might not offer him the consolation he needs, but also on his wish 
 to protect his sister.  


This can be backed up by the observations made by Miller and Heiserman “Holden 
 is sixteen, and he can never be less,”28 “and there is no place to go- -save, of course a 


                                                                                                                                                                        


24 http://allpoetry.com/poem/8439179-Comin_Thro_The_Rye-by-Robert_Burns  


25 Martin Halliwell, Twentieth Century American Culture, American Culture in the 1950s, 67 


26 Arthur Heiserman, James E. Miller. JR, “J.D. Salinger: Some Crazy Cliff, Western Humanities Review x, 
 1956”, In If you really want to know: a Catcher casebook, edited by Malcolm M. Marsden, 18,  


27 Ibid, 18   


28 Ibid, 18 
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California Psychiatrist’s couch.”29 This statement I believe is an interpretation of what 
 answers Holden might have come up with as well as an outside approach to view Holden’s 
 options. They point out that fleeing society will not prevent it from being phony, and that 
 Holden will have to face this fact. Escape to a solitary life will also put an end to any 
 possibility of offering protection to Phoebe or anyone else for that matter. In realizing this, 
 I believe Holden unhappily acknowledges that what he thought was an oppositional answer 
 to combat the phoniness would not work. His love for young people motivated his counter-
 cultural attitude where he wanted to become a savior, “a catcher in the rye,” and leave 
 society behind. This love for human beings, especially Phoebe, also made him realize that 
 he had to find other ways to keep up his counter-cultural opposition. 


I also sense some arrogance in Holden’s attitudes, if he believes that Hollywood, 
 Broadway shows and school institutions bombard youth with values that inevitably turn 
 them into hypocrites, who will compromise all goodness and integrity to assure their own 
 popularity or fame. It is arrogant to believe that he is the only one to resist or see through 
 this scheme. Holden shows great insight when he manages to pinpoint what factors in 
 society create the phony values in people, and he is mature enough to choose to stay and 
 face his problems and to sacrifice himself to save his sister. However, he is immature in his 
 unrealistic choice of only seeking backward towards childhood instead of accepting advice 
 on how he could face his issues as a grown-up. His choice to stay can be viewed as 


Holden’s first step into accepting that he is an adult. Through his counter-cultural process 
 of opposing the adult world in an attempt to re-enter the world of the child, he has actually 
 begun to grow up. Holden repeatedly claims to be immature and never “acting his age” (9), 
 but his actions sometimes contradict him. He holds eloquent conversations with parents, 
 nuns and older girls in bars. He is capable of taking care of himself in New York, by 
 booking hotel rooms by himself, and he passes time by engaging in adult activities such as 
 going to bars. Most importantly, though, his opposition against the establishment seems 
 based on concern for his fellow man. He is saddened to see how hypocritical society has 
 made people become, and he is both grown-up and brave enough to confront people he 
 knows with it. When he gains no support or understanding for his oppositional actions, he 
 wants to escape geographically to seclude himself from society’s phoniness. This is when 
 he finds out that he wants to focus on the world of children, where phoniness is not a part 
 of behavior. I have observed that Holden seems immature in seeking out the past and 
                                                                                                                                                                         


29 Ibid, 17   
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relating to children instead of facing his adolescent challenges. Still, while Holden 
 attempted to look back, he came to terms with the situation and began to grow up, but as 
 he no longer had a solution to his problems, this disillusionment caused his collapse. 


Holden opposes the majority culture in postwar America. At the same time it is 
 ironic that he in many senses represents something very American in two ways. Firstly, he 
 embodies the old individualist notion of being true to yourself in the land of the free, and 
 secondly he represents the anti-hero which had been very popular in American literature 
 and which has caused Holden to be compared to two extremely popular classics from 
 earlier time periods, The Great Gatsby and Huckleberry Finn.30 Both characters can be 
 compared to Holden in many different ways. Huckleberry Finn is on a quest on a raft, 
 while helping an escaped slave seek freedom. According to John Seelye, Holden seeks an 
 equivalent to Huck’s raft to find isolation and safety: “Holden dreams of a Huck Finn-like 
 asylum, a cabin in the woods”.31 Jay Gatsby attempts to impress the world by constantly 
 hosting parties in the hope that his long lost love will attend one of them and come back to 
 him. Like Holden, Gatsby is “surrounded by a phony world as people only come to exploit 
 him.”32  The list of comparisons is far longer, but the main point is that these characters 
 went against the grain, had counter-cultural opinions of contemporary society or acted 
 against it. The legacy of both books is that they are both considered great American 
 classics. While controversial at the time of their publication, they later became widely 
 respected, perhaps because challenging mainstream society to become free is a principle 
 the USA itself is based on. In politics, films and popular culture Americans up to this day 
 talk about the notions of freedom, the American Dream and individualism. Perhaps this is 
 why oppositional characters such as Huckleberry Finn, Jay Gatsby and Holden Caulfield, 
 when people eventually get over the shock that their values and views are challenged, 
 become viewed as even “typically” American. 


There can be many reasons why Holden wishes to oppose the systems of postwar 
 America and become a Catcher in the Rye. His attitudes can be seen as an attack on the 
 school system and products created by grown-ups to shape the younger generation to fit 
 into what they consider as suitable to carry on traditions, business and conventional values 
 in society.  We see Holden oppose and distance himself from all these aspects throughout 
 The Catcher in the Rye as he sees dishonesty in them. As Brookeman puts it: “Holden is 
                                                                                                                                                                         


30 James Lundquist, J.D. Salinger, 40, 41 


31 John Seelye, “Holden at the Museum”, In The American Novel: New Essays on The Catcher in the Rye, Edited 
 by Jack Salzman, (New York, Cambridge University Press, 1991), 27


32 James Lundquist, J.D. Salinger, 41   
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skeptical of the process of character formation and isolation in school institutions.”33 In 
 many ways Holden represents the one who goes against the pack. In many respects he 
 might just be a free spirit or a person who does not fit in and chooses to fight. However, I 
 also agree with the critics who think that he also has deeper motivations, perhaps unknown 
 to himself. His choice to protect children can thus be viewed as a logical solution to avoid 
 the world of phony teenagers and grown-ups, but it can also be viewed as a way of 


processing the deaths that haunt him throughout the book as he wants to go back to his 
 childhood before these deaths occurred. As Peter Shaw puts it, “Allie is the source of the 
 rescue fantasy, then, but not its object. In Holden’s case the reaction formation manifested 
 in the catcher fantasy is combined with another kind of guilt that may follow the death of a 
 sibling, that felt by virtue of being a survivor.”34


His brother Allie died of cancer, which obviously cannot be blamed on the adult 
 world, while James Castle is harassed in school to the point where he chooses to commit 
 suicide.35  Holden’s counter-cultural reaction to school and modern society can be 


connected to his emotions around these two deaths, because his optimal choice would be to 
 go back to his days with Allie when things were innocent and simple. When it comes to 
 James Castle, he seems to represent the downside of preparatory school institutions, as he 
 is bullied by a group of about seven students for not going back on his critical words 
 targeted at one of them. (170) He became a victim of peer pressure from the social cliques 
 Holden hates which are established in institutions where young men are isolated together.36
 Holden could do nothing to prevent these deaths. When it comes to James Castle, he 
 blames the adult world that attempts to mold him as they stand behind the institution where 
 such bullies are created. The teenage cliques seem to be a repetitive phenomenon: “In 
 every school I’ve gone to, all the athletic bastards stick together.”(43) Holden’s wish to 
 stay in a naïve and uncivilized world may also have been strengthened by his older brother 
 D.B. selling out to Hollywood; in many respects this represents the opposite of Allie in 
 Holden’s memory. In earlier years D.B. seems to have been quite an idol to Holden, but 
 even he cannot resist the temptation to sell out for success and fame in the adult world. 37
                                                                                                                                                                         


33Christopher Brookeman, “Pencey Preppy: Cultural Codes in The Catcher In the Rye” In The American Novel: 
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Holden’s natural reaction to these deaths and his brother  “prostituting himself in 
 Hollywood”38 is then to oppose what the adult world represents. I believe these 


experiences have influenced Holden’s counter-cultural attitudes and motivated his wish to 
 become a Catcher in the Rye for his Sister.39


Holden’s counter-cultural profile comes out in his role as the lonely anti-hero who 
 uses withdrawal and isolation as tactics to avoid the establishment. He eventually saw no 
 other way to take on or fight the adult world, as it is inevitable that you have to grow up 
 and in his mind sell out your values. Love for his little sister Phoebe causes Holden to 
 surrender and perhaps he can win a small victory by watching over her as she enters the 
 world of teenagers, prep schools and the movies, although while watching her play he 
 acknowledges that some of the facts of life have to be experienced firsthand by each 
 individual and not told them by people who “know better.” 
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Chapter Two: On The Road 


On the Road is a semi-autobiographical novel about Jack Kerouac’s many 


spontaneous travels across the USA and even into Mexico. Although the characters’ names 
 are fictional, most of them have real-life counterparts. These characters were often people 
 with leading roles in the up-and-coming 1950`s Beat generation. The book was written in 
 1951, but it had to be revised before it could be published in 1957. 40 Not only did Kerouac 
 receive praise for the vivid writing style he calls “spontaneous prose”, a number of the 
 book’s chapters were jotted down on paper napkins and scrap paper giving the reader an 
 intense feeling of high tempo spontaneous travel.41 The book is also significant since many 
 considered it controversial while others saw it as one of the best books to define a 


generation of restless Beat artists on a collision course with mainstream America.42 The 
 book did not only portray these young people’s restless travel bug, but also depicted what 
 many saw as an immoral flirting with drugs, casual sex and heavy drinking.43  


The main character of the book is Sal Paradise, who is also the narrative voice 
 while Dean Moriarty (Neal Cassady) has the second largest part in the story, both in size 
 and importance. Sal’s life is at a standstill, he has just gotten divorced and survived an 
 illness; he is living in an aunt’s house in New Jersey attempting to write when he meets 
 Dean, who turns his life upside down. Dean is a carefree man, an ex-convict seemingly 
 born on the road, he is full of energy and open for spontaneous adventure to get his 


“kicks”.  Sal’s friend Chad King introduces him to Dean, because Dean wants to learn 
 about Nietzsche and learn to write. As Sal is the writer in the gang, they team up in what 
 ends up in late-night drinking sprees with Carlo Marx (Allen Ginsberg), another leading 
 character in what became the Beat movement. Sal can listen for hours as Dean and Carlo 
 talk about philosophy and their adventures across the country. This lights a fire in Sal, and 
 he decides to join Dean on his next cross-continental journey. Sal is invited to San 


Francisco by a friend, Remi Bonceour (Henri Cru), who has promised to set Sal up with 
 housing and a job. Sal uses the prospect of the job as an excuse to borrow money from his 
 aunt and go on the road trip. It is already clear to the reader that he is leaving more for the 
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adventure than the actual job, and Sal himself admits that on the way there will be “girls, 
 visions and everything”. (14) From his departure in 1947 and through the next few years 
 he spends most of his time on the road, either with his new gang of hipsters from the Beat 
 generation or with various bums, musicians, alcoholics, drug addicts and assorted other 
 shady figures. He spends some time in both Denver and San Francisco doing odd jobs, 
 dating various girls and sleeping on the couch at friends’ houses. He spends the winters 
 back in New York writing and seemingly in limbo awaiting the next journey, except for a 
 few holiday weeks, which he spends drinking with visiting friends, Columbia University 
 students and Carlo Marx. From the first chapters of the book, my impression is that Sal and 
 his crew of young men are reckless, carefree people who do not feel as if they fit in. They 
 seem to be chasing every next high on the road, because they cannot seem to relax or settle 
 down anywhere. This lifestyle is continued even though several of the participants are 
 married or have children. They do not feel that the white middle-class world has anything 
 to offer them anymore, and struggle to find their place amidst expectations of careers, 
 materialism and conformity. This motivates the search for counter-cultural aspects of life 
 on the road, in African American culture and music. They are not alone, and the search 
 evolves into a whole society of writers, musicians and poets who work in opposition to 
 mainstream society to counter the values they believe limit the quality of their lives, hide 
 the truth, or simply get in the way of getting their “kicks.” 


Dean is in many ways Sal’s mentor and inspiration, but he is also portrayed as a 
 reckless child ruined by jails, juvenile detention centers and living his life on the road. 


Dean marries two women, dates many more, has children across the country and 
continually escapes from one woman to another, bringing Sal and the rest of the gang 
along on many of his journeys. Through the first part of the book, you get the sense that 
these young men are all quite sharp, but unsure of what to focus their talent on. This leads 
to searches of easily accessible and carefree highs, such as alcohol, marijuana, casual sex 
and traveling. Their idols are light-years away from the middle-class white America most 
of them seem to come from. That world seems settled, boring and outdated. “Wishing I 
were a Negro, feeling that the best the white world had offered was not enough ecstasy for 
me.” (169) Sal is fascinated by the “mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, 
mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time,” these are his friends and people 
Dean has met through his years on the road, such as up-and-coming African American Jazz 
artists and the liberal people in San Francisco who seem to have a lot going for them when 
it comes to new forms of writing and lifestyles.  
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 When Sal and Dean embark on their road trips, their main motivation seems to be 
 to seek the new and unknown combined with fun, companionship and mingling with 
 people who can offer deeper insight into the cultures they are exploring. However, 
 Kerouac’s documentation of it all brought increased focus on himself and his circle that 
 became known as the founders of the Beat Generation. They were the most widely known 
 and most radical counter-cultural reaction to 1950´s mainstream America. The Beats were 
 first and foremost young white middle-class college youth who were writers and 


adventurers, and also included their followers. They distanced themselves from the rising 
 materialistic society through critical writing while seeking their own truths, answers and 
 guidance to realize an alternative and more meaningful lifestyle. In doing so they broke 
 American laws and America’s norms by exploring phenomena such as narcotics, casual 
 sex, African-American music and Eastern religion. Kerouac knew many of the founders of 
 the writing style and attitude that became known as Beat. On the Road, in a semi-


autobiographical way, depicted these people and provided insight for the reader into what 
 must have seemed a pretty intense and appealing life-style to people sharing Sals´s 
 attitudes of searching for an escape from the establishment. This caused Kerouac to be 
 dubbed “King of the Beats” by the press, a nickname he became quite displeased with as 
 his celebrity status grew while he also had political views that certainly collided with some 
 aspects considered part of the Beat culture.44


When Kerouac wrote On the Road, he could obviously not foresee the legendary 
 status that he and his friends would acquire as champions of the counter-culture. Even 
 though Sal defies classical conservative American moral codes when it comes to both his 
 sexual life, experimenting with illegal substances and his distaste for capitalism, college 
 students and conventional families, he is still influenced by some traditional old American 
 notions in his travels. Such an observation is based on his desire to go as far west as 
 possible, and the fascination with the railroad, Native Americans, the endless open road 
 and the independent free spirit. Especially the open road and the railroad seem to 
 symbolize a freedom he did not feel he had back East that could cure his restlessness.45  
 According to Ronald Primeau, “every highway hero wants to get away from the 


distractions of everyday life and drive into a time and place where the inner self can 
                                                                                                                                                                         


44 http://articles.cnn.com/2000-01-18/entertainment/kerouac_1_beat-generation-sexual-activity-allen-
 ginsberg?_s=PM:books  


45 Lars Erik Larson, “Free Ways and Straight Roads: The interstates of Sal Paradise and 1950’s America”, In 
What’s your road, man?: Critical essays on Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, Edited by, Hilary Holladay. Robert 
Holton, (USA, Southern Illinois University Press, 2009), 35 
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emerge.”46  This is exactly what Sal expects and feels he gets from being on the road, 
 besides getting his “kicks,” which is always on the agenda. The Americans’ attraction to 
 this idea of restlessness is said to have been created by Walt Whitman, a controversial 19th-
 century author who was a wanderer, a free spirit, who liked to describe sexuality, 


democracy and the open spaces of America, and is considered to be one of the most 
 American of writers who are credited with inspiring the Beats.47 The open road is also 
 possible to connect with Sal’s fascination with frontier notions,48 such as connecting with 
 the pioneers both geographically and in mindset as he crosses the USA to reach as far west 
 as one can get. He is also fascinated by ideas of the free spirit of Native American culture, 
 and this he can also relate to as they drive on their own through prairies and small native 
 communities in Mexico. 


 According to an essay by Lars Erik Larson, the postwar political climate in the 
 USA was one of containment, according to most scholars. With the fear of communism 
 and invasion, many viewed the open highway system as a liability and also a place where 
 outcasts might roam. However, as Larson also points out, the culture of the fifties was 
 quite diverse, and for migratory workers, aspiring artists and young people in general, the 
 vast open landscape along the road offered excitement and “new Frontiers.”49 For Sal the 
 highway can offer a chance to experience and witness everything he is interested in, while 
 letting him escape the conformity of his old life, which revolved around college and his 
 aunt’s house. As mentioned earlier, Sal’s traveling is in many ways a counter-cultural 
 protest against mainstream American society. In contrast to Holden Caulfield in the 


previous chapter, Sal does not attempt to do this alone, but by joining people with common 
 values who want to create their own society. In this they are only partly successful, as I see 
 it. They criticize capitalism and therefore adopt a lifestyle that can be sustained by a 
 meager income, allowing them to avoid steady jobs and making major contributions to 
 mainstream society. However, their lifestyle could not be sustained without the existence 
 of mainstream America. Sal and his friends rely on others while hitchhiking or jumping 
 boxcars. They also rely on the generosity of others to buy bus tickets and get them 
 something to eat, drink and somewhere to sleep, relying on the comforts of modern 
                                                                                                                                                                         


46 Ronald Primeau, Romance of the Road: The Literature of the American Highway, (Bowling Green State 
 University Popular Press, 1996), 69 


47Ibid, 69, 


http://www.nypost.com/p/news/local/brooklyn/walt_whitman_was_beat_man_Jg9fwBtid51FFwHf4P9nfP  


48 Ronald Primeau, Romance of the Road: The Literature of the American Highway, 4   


49 Lars Erik Larson, “Free Ways and Straight Roads: The interstates of Sal Paradise and 1950’s America”, In 
What’s your road, man?: Critical essays on Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, Edited by, Hilary Holladay. Robert 
Holton, 38 
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American homes. When Sal has spent the money he has borrowed from his aunt and 
 nobody is willing to help him and his friends, they resort to stealing food and cigarettes. 


(149) It seems that to be able to continue their lifestyle of withdrawal, they have to rely 
 partly on the society their counter-cultural protest is targeted against.  This in one way 
 shows a kind of double standard, but at the same time, as Thoreau showed in Walden, one 
 can take a stand without complete withdrawal, as he exemplifies how one can live a 
 simple, but good life by combining the best alternatives that offer individual freedom.50  


Henry David Thoreau was a famous author and philosopher of the mid-19th century 
 who pushed for maintaining the wilderness, weak government and the rejection of too 
 many commodities. He sought a lifestyle where he could live his life in nature, but he 
 wanted to combine this with certain aspects from civilization, so that he would not have to 
 discard the best parts of each world. Thoreau’s legacy is huge, as he has influenced 


everything from the National Parks System to the Civil Rights movement and the evolution 
 of the Hippies.51 One of Thoreau’s greatest joys was to hike and use the landscape for 
 pleasure and insight and not just for practical reasons.52 Many have undoubtedly followed 
 such a middle-way lifestyle of combining aspects from civilization and nature, but in terms 
 of the attitudes and actions that the Beats adopted in On the Road, his teachings definitely 
 stood out as particularly oppositional, offering an alternative lifestyle to postwar America’s 
 increasingly materialistic and paranoid mainstream middle-class. According to Gunter 
 Beck, Thoreau’s “Walden-experiment of practical Transcendentalist self-reliance received 
 attention by the Beat Generation, who longed for independence and self-determination.”53
 Thoreau might be more famous for advocating conservation and politics of civil 


disobedience that influenced the Civil Rights movement and modern ecological awareness, 
 but to the Beats he represented an independent man who went against the grain and 


rejected the commodification of the new industrial society. 


For Sal the first years of  travelling across the USA seem to have few downsides, 
 except for some hard overnight  stays in filthy bus stations, harsh weather conditions and 
 his failure to find true love. For the most part their travels are carefree. Sal and Dean 
 display quite boyish attitudes. They are afraid of responsibility, and whenever they can, 
 they escape it by travelling at high speed toward a new destination, often driving for 20 
                                                                                                                                                                         


50 E.B White. “A Slight Sound at Evening” In Twentieth Century Interpretations of Walden: A Collection of 
 Critical Essays, Edited by Richard Ruland, (New jersey, Prentice-Hall, Inc, 1968), 28 
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