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The Chocolate War by Robert Cormier is a seminal work in young adult literature that
tackles themes of conformity, power, and moral courage. First published in 1974, this
novel has sparked discussions and debates regarding its challenging content and the
moral dilemmas faced by its adolescent characters. Set against the backdrop of a Catholic
high school, the story follows a young boy named Jerry Renault, who becomes embroiled
in a conflict that forces him to confront the pressures of peer influence and the ethical
implications of standing up for one’s beliefs.

Overview of the Plot

The Chocolate War is set in Trinity High School, a fictional Catholic institution. The
narrative begins with Jerry Renault, a freshman who is still adjusting to the complexities of
high school life. The school's administration and the influential student body, particularly
the Vigils—an elite group of students who manipulate their peers—play significant roles in
shaping the dynamics of the plot.

As the story unfolds, Jerry is challenged by the Vigils to refuse to participate in the
school's annual chocolate sale fundraiser. This act of defiance is not merely a refusal to
sell chocolates; it becomes a symbol of Jerry’s resistance against the established order and
the expectation to conform. His decision has repercussions that extend beyond the
classroom, as he becomes a target of bullying and ostracism.

Thematic Exploration

Robert Cormier’s novel delves into several complex themes that resonate with readers of
all ages. These themes include:

Conformity and Peer Pressure

One of the central themes of The Chocolate War is the pressure to conform. The Vigils
represent the societal forces that compel individuals to adhere to group norms, often at
the expense of personal integrity. Jerry’s struggle against this pressure highlights the
challenges that many adolescents face when trying to assert their independence.

- Peer Influence: The novel illustrates how peer relationships can lead to compliance with
group expectations, even when those expectations conflict with personal values.
- Fear of Isolation: Cormier effectively captures the fear of being ostracized, a common
concern for teenagers, which drives many of the characters' actions throughout the story.



Moral Courage

Another significant theme is the idea of moral courage. Jerry’s decision to stand against
the chocolate sale is a testament to his character and his willingness to face the
consequences of his actions. His journey reflects the importance of standing up for one’s
beliefs, even in the face of adversity.

- The Cost of Integrity: Jerry learns that standing up for what is right can lead to isolation
and suffering. Cormier does not shy away from showing the harsh realities of this choice,
which adds depth to Jerry’s character.
- Role Models: The contrast between Jerry and other characters, such as his friend Goober
and the school’s administration, emphasizes the varying degrees of moral courage present
in the novel.

The Nature of Power

Power dynamics are intricately woven throughout the narrative, particularly in the
interactions between the students and the authority figures at Trinity High School.

- Manipulation: The Vigils exert their power through manipulation and fear, demonstrating
how authority can be abused among peers.
- Resistance: Jerry’s defiance symbolizes a struggle against this manipulation, emphasizing
the importance of individual agency in the face of oppressive structures.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Chocolate War are richly developed, each playing a vital role in
conveying the novel's themes.

Jerry Renault

Jerry is the protagonist whose journey of self-discovery drives the narrative. Initially, he is
a typical teenager navigating high school life. However, as he grapples with the challenges
posed by the Vigils and the school administration, he transforms into a symbol of
resistance.

- Development: Jerry evolves from a passive participant in the school’s culture to an active
challenger of it, showcasing the complexities of adolescence.
- Symbolism: His refusal to sell chocolates becomes a powerful act of defiance,
representing the struggle for individuality.



The Vigils

The Vigils are a crucial component of the story, representing the darker aspects of peer
relationships and the desire for power. The group is led by a charismatic yet manipulative
student named Archie Costello, whose cunning tactics highlight the destructive nature of
their influence.

- Archie Costello: As the leader, Archie embodies the archetype of the bully. His character
serves as a foil to Jerry, illustrating the different paths that teenagers can take in response
to power and influence.
- The Group Dynamic: The Vigils operate as a collective, showcasing how group behavior
can overshadow individual morality and ethics.

Supporting Characters

Other characters, such as Goober, Brother Leon, and the various members of the Vigils,
add layers to the narrative, each contributing to the overarching themes of the novel.

- Goober: As Jerry’s friend, Goober represents the conflict between loyalty to friends and
the desire to do what is right. His character arc highlights the difficulty of navigating
friendships during challenging times.
- Brother Leon: The school’s assistant headmaster, Brother Leon, represents institutional
authority and the moral ambiguities that come with it. His actions raise questions about
the ethics of authority figures in educational settings.

Impact and Legacy

Since its publication, The Chocolate War has made a significant impact on young adult
literature. It has faced both praise and criticism, often being banned or challenged due to
its depiction of violence, bullying, and moral ambiguity.

Controversies and Bans

- Banned Books: The novel has appeared on numerous banned book lists, often due to its
frank treatment of sensitive topics such as bullying, sexuality, and power dynamics among
teens.
- Censorship Discussions: The controversies surrounding the book have sparked
discussions about censorship in literature, particularly regarding material that addresses
real-life issues faced by adolescents.

Educational Value



Despite the controversies, The Chocolate War is frequently included in school curricula for
its educational value. It offers a platform for discussions about ethics, morality, and the
challenges of growing up in a complex social environment.

- Critical Thinking: The novel encourages readers to think critically about their own values
and the societal pressures they encounter.
- Empathy and Understanding: Through Jerry’s journey, readers gain insight into the
struggles of adolescence, fostering empathy and understanding for their peers.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Robert Cormier’s The Chocolate War remains a powerful exploration of the
complexities of adolescence, conformity, and moral courage. Through the eyes of Jerry
Renault, readers are invited to reflect on the challenges of standing up for one’s beliefs in
a world that often prioritizes conformity over individuality. The novel’s enduring relevance
and its ability to provoke thought and discussion make it a vital piece of literature for both
young adults and educators. As society continues to grapple with issues of power, bullying,
and ethical decision-making, The Chocolate War serves as a poignant reminder of the
importance of integrity and the courage it takes to uphold it in the face of overwhelming
opposition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Chocolate War' by
Robert Cormier?
The main theme of 'The Chocolate War' revolves around the struggle for individuality and
moral courage in the face of peer pressure and societal expectations.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Chocolate War'?
The protagonist of 'The Chocolate War' is Jerry Renault, a high school student who refuses
to participate in his school's annual chocolate sale fundraiser.

How does peer pressure manifest in 'The Chocolate
War'?
Peer pressure in 'The Chocolate War' manifests through the actions of the Vigils, a group
of students who use intimidation and manipulation to enforce conformity among their
classmates.

What role does the character Brother Leon play in the



story?
Brother Leon is a manipulative teacher who pressures students to sell chocolates,
representing authority and the corrupting influence of power within the school.

What is the significance of the chocolate sale in the
novel?
The chocolate sale serves as a metaphor for the larger conflicts of power, control, and
resistance in the school environment, illustrating the consequences of standing up against
conformity.

How does 'The Chocolate War' address the issue of
bullying?
'The Chocolate War' addresses bullying through the actions of the Vigils, who use
psychological and physical intimidation to enforce their will on Jerry and other students,
highlighting the impact of bullying on individuals.

What is the outcome for Jerry at the end of 'The
Chocolate War'?
At the end of 'The Chocolate War', Jerry faces severe repercussions for his defiance,
illustrating the harsh realities of standing up for one's beliefs in a conformist society.

Why has 'The Chocolate War' been challenged or
banned in some schools?
'The Chocolate War' has been challenged or banned in some schools due to its themes of
violence, bullying, and rebellion, which some consider inappropriate for young readers.

What literary techniques does Robert Cormier use in
'The Chocolate War'?
Robert Cormier employs techniques such as foreshadowing, symbolism, and a non-linear
narrative to enhance the emotional depth and thematic complexity of 'The Chocolate War'.
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