
2

In this chapter from "The Catcher in the Rye," the protagonist, Holden Caulfield, visits his history teacher,
Mr. Spencer, to say goodbye before leaving Pencey Prep. Mr. Spencer, who appears frail and old, is reading
the Atlantic Monthly while surrounded by his medicine, giving off a sense of discomfort and melancholy.
Despite Holden’s initial reluctance, he engages in conversation with Mr. Spencer, who is keen on discussing
Holden’s academic performance and the conversation he had with the headmaster, Dr. Thurmer, who had
emphasized that life is a game to be played by the rules.

Holden is skeptical about this notion, feeling that for many, like himself, life is not so much a game but a
series of struggles against phoniness and disappointment. The dialogue reveals Holden’s complex feelings
towards authority and societal expectations, as well as his careless attitude towards his schooling, as he
confesses to failing multiple subjects.

Their interaction is marked by Mr. Spencer's insistence on responsibility and learning, which contrasts
sharply with Holden’s disillusionment and sense of detachment. As Mr. Spencer reads Holden's poor exam
essay aloud, belittling phrases and concepts meant to offer encouragement turn into sources of
embarrassment and bitterness for Holden. The teacher's condescending way of addressing him as "boy"
irritates Holden further, underscoring the generational and ideological gap between them.

As the conversation progresses, Holden’s thoughts drift to Central Park and the existential wonderings about
ducks in the lagoon, showcasing his deeper preoccupations with growth, change, and uncertainty. Although
Mr. Spencer tries to impart wisdom, Holden feels a strong sense of alienation, leading him to retreat
emotionally. He ultimately decides to leave, sensing that his time with Mr. Spencer has come to an end, and
the encounter only highlights his internal conflict and lack of direction, leaving him feeling sad and burdened
by the teacher's well-meaning yet futile concerns for his future.


