the chocolate war by robert cormier

The Chocolate War is a compelling young adult novel written by Robert Cormier, published in 1974.

Cormier’s work is renowned for its exploration of complex themes such as power, peer pressure, and moral
choices within the context of adolescence. The story unfolds in a Catholic high school, Trinity High, where
a group of boys becomes embroiled in a struggle that challenges their integrity and forces them to confront
the darker aspects of human nature. This article delves into the main themes, characters, and the impact of

The Chocolate War on literature and society.

Overview of the Plot

The novel centers around Jerry Renault, a freshman at Trinity High School, who finds himself at odds
with a powerful student organization known as the Vigils. The Vigils operate under a code of intimidation
and manipulation, exerting control over the student body. The story kicks off with the annual chocolate
sale fundraiser, a tradition that all students must participate in. However, Jerry’s decision to refuse to sell

chocolates ignites a confrontation with the Vigils and leads to a series of escalating events.

The Chocolate Sale

- The Fundraiser: The chocolate sale is meant to raise funds for the school, but it becomes a tool of coercion.
- Jerry's Rebellion: Jerry chooses not to sell chocolates as a form of protest against the Vigils’ oppressive
tactics, which sets the stage for his conflict with the group.

- Peer Pressure: The pressure from classmates and the Vigils reveals the intense social dynamics at play in

the high school environment.

Thematic Elements

The Chocolate War is rich with themes that resonate with young adults and adults alike. Cormier crafts a
narrative that examines the moral complexities of growing up, particularly in a setting fraught with

expectations and societal norms.

Power and Control

- Hierarchy in School: The novel illustrates the hierarchy that exists within the school environment,

where power is often abused.



- The Vigils' Influence: The Vigils maintain control through fear, demonstrating how peer pressure can
lead to moral compromise.
- Jerry’s Stand: Jerry's refusal to conform symbolizes the struggle against oppressive authority, emphasizing

the importance of individual choice.

Identity and Self-Discovery

- Jerry's Journey: Throughout the novel, Jerry grapples with his identity and the consequences of his
decisions.

- Moral Choices: The story forces characters to confront their beliefs and values, catalyzing a journey of self-
discovery.

- Impact on Peers: Jerry’s actions inspire some of his classmates to question their own roles within the

school's social structure.

Isolation and Alienation

- Consequences of Rebellion: Jerry's stand leads to isolation, showcasing the often lonely path of standing up
for one’s beliefs.

- Support and Betrayal: The novel explores the dynamics of friendship, where support can quickly turn to

betrayal under pressure.

- The Role of Adults: Authority figures, such as teachers and administrators, often fail to provide support to

those who challenge the status quo, further emphasizing Jerry’s isolation.

Character Analysis

Cormier's characters are complex and multifaceted, each representing different aspects of adolescent life and

the struggles that come with it.

Jerry Renault

- Protagonist: Jerry is a relatable character whose internal conflict and moral dilemmas drive the narrative.
- Growth: His journey from conformity to rebellion highlights the importance of self-advocacy.
- Symbol of Resistance: Jerry embodies the struggle against injustice, making him a powerful symbol for

young readers.



The Vigils

- Archie Costello: The manipulative leader of the Vigils, Archie represents the darker side of leadership
and influence.

- Intimidation: He uses psychological tactics to control his peers.

- Complexity: Archie is not purely evil; his motivations stem from a desire for power and recognition.

- The Group Dynamics: The Vigils illustrate how group pressure can corrupt moral judgment and lead to

unethical behavior.

Other Important Characters

- Goober: Jerry’s friend, who struggles with the moral implications of the Vigils’ actions, serves as a
conscience for Jerry.

- Brother Leon: The assistant headmaster who embodies the hypocrisy of authority figures, using the
chocolate sale to manipulate students for his gain.

- The Student Body: Represents a spectrum of responses to peer pressure, showcasing varied reactions to

Jerry’s rebellion.

Impact and Controversy

The Chocolate War has faced its share of controversy since its publication, often challenged in schools due to
its themes of violence, bullying, and moral ambiguity. However, this controversy has also contributed to its

status as a classic in young adult literature.

Literary Significance

- Realism: Cormier's portrayal of high school life is gritty and realistic, resonating with readers who have
experienced similar challenges.

- Moral Complexity: The novel’s refusal to provide clear-cut answers encourages critical thinking and
discussion about ethics and morality.

- Legacy: It paved the way for future young adult novels that tackle difficult subjects, influencing

generations of writers and readers.

Discussion and Teaching

- Educational Value: The novel can be a springboard for discussions about ethics, peer pressure, and the



nature of authority.

- Controversial Topics: Teachers often use the book to explore themes of bullying and moral courage,
encouraging students to reflect on their own experiences.

- Literary Analysis: The novel's rich themes and character development provide ample material for

literary analysis and critical thinking exercises.

Conclusion

The Chocolate War remains a powerful exploration of adolescence, identity, and morality. Robert Cormier’s
ability to depict the complexities of growing up in a world filled with peer pressure and moral dilemmas
resonates deeply with readers. Through Jerry Renault's journey, Cormier challenges us to consider the
implications of our choices and the importance of standing up for what is right, even in the face of
overwhelming opposition. As such, The Chocolate War is not just a story about a chocolate sale; it is a
timeless commentary on the struggles of youth, making it an essential read for both young adults and those

who seek to understand the intricacies of human behavior and society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Chocolate War'?

The main theme of 'The Chocolate War' is the struggle between individuality and conformity, as well as

the moral dilemmas faced by the characters in the context of peer pressure and bullying.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Chocolate War'?

The protagonist of "The Chocolate War' is Jerry Renault, a high school student who refuses to participate in
his school's chocolate sale fundraiser, challenging the authority of the school's administration and the student
body.

How does 'The Chocolate War' address the issue of bullying?

The novel addresses bullying through the experiences of Jerry and other characters who face intimidation
and harassment from their peers and the school's administration, highlighting the impact of such behavior

on individuals.

What role does the character of Brother Leon play in the story?

Brother Leon is a pivotal character who represents the oppressive authority of the school. He manipulates

students and uses fear to maintain control, particularly in his efforts to enforce the chocolate sale.



Why is the chocolate sale significant in the plot?

The chocolate sale serves as a symbol of conformity and complicity within the school community,
representing the pressure to conform to the expectations of authority and peers, which Jerry ultimately

resists.

What is the outcome of Jerry's rebellion against the chocolate sale?

Jerry's rebellion leads to severe consequences, including social isolation, physical violence, and emotional

turmoil, underscoring the novel's exploration of the costs of standing up for one's beliefs.

How does "The Chocolate War' reflect real-life issues faced by teenagers?

The novel reflects real-life issues such as peer pressure, bullying, the quest for identity, and the struggle

for autonomy, resonating with the experiences of many teenagers in their own social environments.
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