
English 10        Name: ________________________________  

Holden’s Defense Mechanisms: Self Protection in The Catcher in the Rye 

According to Sigmund Freud, a defense mechanism is a tactic developed by the ego (the self) to protect against anxiety. 
Defense mechanisms are thought to safeguard the mind against feelings and thoughts that are too difficult for the conscious 
mind to cope with. In some instances, defense mechanisms are thought to keep inappropriate or unwanted thoughts and 
impulses (like anger, fear, sadness, greed, envy, etc.) from entering the conscious mind.   

As Holden tries to avoid getting hurt by isolating himself from all the people in his life, his behavior is riddled with defense 
mechanisms.  Read the definitions below, and identify an example of Holden using each defense mechanism in 
Catcher.  Try to include a quote to demonstrate Holden’s use of the defense mechanism for at least four of the nine 
types of self protection. 

1. Denial: A type of self protection used by those who seem unable to face reality or admit and obvious truth.  Denial is an outright refusal 
to admit or recognize that something has occurred or is currently occurring. Drug addicts or alcoholics often deny that they have a 
problem, while victims of traumatic events may deny that the event ever occurred.                                                                           
Example/Explanation from Catcher (include chapter and pg. #): 

 

 

 

2. Repression:  An unconscious type of self protection in which painful memories are pushed out of conscious awareness. However, these 
memories don't just disappear; they continue to influence our behavior. For example, a person who has repressed memories of abuse 
suffered as a child may later have difficulty forming relationships.  If we consciously try to forget/repress a bad experience, that is known 
as suppression. 
Example/Explanation from Catcher (include chapter and pg. #): 

 

 

 

3. Displacement:  If you have ever had a bad day at school, then gone home and taken out your frustration on family and friends, you 
have experienced the defense mechanism of displacement. Displacement involves taking out our frustrations, feelings, and impulses on 
people or objects that are less threatening. Displaced aggression is a common example of this defense mechanism. Rather than express our 
anger in ways that could lead to negative consequences (like arguing with our boss), we instead express our anger towards a person or 
object that poses no threat (such as our spouses, children, or pets).                                                                                                          
Example/Explanation from Catcher (include chapter and pg. #): 

 

 

 

4. Sublimation: A defense mechanism that allows us to act out unacceptable impulses by converting these behaviors into a more 
acceptable form. For example, a person experiencing extreme anger might take up kick boxing as a means of venting frustration. Freud 
believed that sublimation was a sign of maturity that allows people to function normally in socially acceptable ways.                            
Example/Explanation from Catcher (include chapter and pg. #): 
 
 
 
 



5. Projection: A defense mechanism that involves taking our own unacceptable qualities or feelings and attributing them to other people. 
For example, if you have a strong dislike for someone, you might instead believe that he or she does not like you. Projection functions to 
allow the expression of the desire or impulse, but in a way that the ego (self) cannot recognize, therefore reducing anxiety.               
Example/Explanation from Catcher (include chapter and pg. #): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Intellectualization: A way of reducing anxiety by thinking about events in a cold, clinical way. This defense mechanism allows us to 
avoid thinking about the stressful, emotional aspect of the situation and focus only on the intellectual component. For example, a person 
who has just been diagnosed with a terminal illness might focus on learning everything about the disease in order to avoid distress and 
remain distant from the reality of the situation.                                                                                                                                 
Example/Explanation from Catcher (include chapter and pg. #): 
 

 

 

 

7. Rationalization: A defense mechanism that involves explaining an unacceptable behavior or feeling in a rational or logical manner, 
avoiding the true explanation for the behavior. For example, a person who is turned down for a date might rationalize the situation by 
saying they weren't attracted to the other person anyway, or a student might rationalize a poor exam score by blaming the instructor rather 
than his or her lack of preparation.  Rationalization not only prevents anxiety, it may also protect self-esteem and self-concept. When 
confronted by success or failure, people tend to attribute achievement to their own qualities and skills, while failures are blamed on other 
people or outside forces.  (“We won the game!” vs. “The refs were unfair.”)                                                                                    
Example/Explanation from Catcher (include chapter and pg. #): 
 
 

 

 

 

8. Regression: When confronted by stressful events, people sometimes abandon coping strategies and revert to patterns of behavior used 
from childhood.  For example, instead of dealing maturely with unpleasant news, a person cry, sulk, or throw a temper tantrum.     
Example/Explanation from Catcher (include chapter and pg. #): 
 
 

 

 

9. Reaction formation: A defense mechanism that reduces anxiety by taking up the opposite feeling, impulse, or behavior. An example of 
reaction formation would be treating someone you strongly dislike in an excessively friendly manner in order to hide your true feelings. 
Why do people behave this way?  Negative feelings and confrontation are stressful.  If a person acts in a way that is the opposite of his or 
her true feelings, then he or she can avoid the stress of dealing with negativity.                                                                                  
Example/Explanation from Catcher (include chapter and pg. #): 


