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Sexual Activity                                     Dirty Deeds


The sexual activity noted in The Chocolate War is one case of a teen masturbating in the boys’ bathroom at school. However, someone who actually counted each incidence claims there are six references to masturbation and wet dreams in the book. Perhaps it was more of a tragedy back in 1974 than it is today, it hardly seems reason to call in the book burners. It has been referred to as “a Watergate at the high school level”(Smith) by attendees of the National Council of Teachers of English during the 1975 convention. Though rarely noted, there are also homophobic slurs. Perhaps that is what the real issue is, that Cormier managed to bring to life ‘real life’. 





Portrayal of Evil                  Devil Book


The Chocolate War is a book about teens written for teens. The nice Catholic boys who attend Trinity Catholic School connive, bully, extort, haze, steal, leer at pretty girls, and play some very serious games of psychological warfare. This must be quite a shock to parents of other nice Catholic boys attending parochial school. Is this, perhaps, one of the greater underlying reasons the book was so devoutly protested. Some of the banning of Robert Cormier’s book The Chocolate War has been done by church groups. The Catholic Church is not well portrayed in the story. They are portrayed as manipulative and abusive. It has been said the book ‘shows the Church in a bad way’. Unfortunately, this was a couple of decades before the 2001 sexual abuse scandal within the Catholic Church and the Church still deemed itself as a state of perfection. Cormier does not have an issue with parents who do not want their children to read the book; however, he does have an issue when they try to prevent others from reading his book. Brother Leon and Archie Costello, two of the fictional characters in the story, greatly enjoy playing games of psychological warfare. So much so, that they can both easily be defined as psychopathic. They are diabolically evil, manipulative, and equally unconcerned with the outcome of their actions.





Banning The Chocolate War Bad News Book


Robert Cormier is used to having his books challenged. He is not afraid to broach subjects that others would find uncomfortable in a teen literature genre. The psychological warfare in The Chocolate War alone could have gotten it more than a few raised eyebrows. Since its publication in 1974, The Chocolate War has set new boundaries in what is acceptable in teen literature. The reasons for banning consist of language, sexual activity and the portrayal of evil. 


Robert Cormier 


Robert Cormier, often considered the most important American writer for young adults, authored ten major novels and many short stories over the course of his career. For much of his life he was a newspaper writer for the Fitchburg Sentinel, where he won awards for his human-interest stories. Even after he became able to support his family solely by writing novels, he continued to write for the paper on occasion.


Cormier was born in the French Canadian section of Leominster, Massachusetts, the second of eight children. His childhood involved many moves within the French Hill area, but the family never left Leominster, where his father, Lucien, supported the family by working in the factories. Cormier grew up in an extended family and close community of relatives and friends. His mother, Irma, was Irish, and so the Cormier children spoke English at home, unlike most of the French-speaking children in the neighborhood. The Catholic school he attended, St. Cecilia's Parochial Grammar School, was a bilingual institution. Though Cormier always wrote in English, the names of his characters are often French-sounding, as his stories frequently take place in the fictional town of Monument, a place not unlike Leominster.


Cormier was bookish as a child, and not particularly good at sports. He read a great deal, and was happiest at home with his family. The Catholic school life could sometimes be difficult. At the end of his eighth grade year, Cormier witnessed his house burning, aware that his mother and baby sister were inside. The nun teaching him at the time made him sit back down and say prayers with the class before he could run out to help his family. Luckily the mother and baby were safe, but Cormier said that it took many years for him to come to terms with his anger over this incident.


High school proved more successful for the young Robert, and he was the president of his senior class at Leominster High School. He went on to Fitchburg State College, where he was also president of his senior class. Cormier's mother Irma, and teachers in high school and college, had read his early writing efforts and encouraged him to write. When Cormier was a freshman in 1944, a teacher at Fitchburg sent one of his stories to the Catholic magazine Sign. The story, "The Little Things that Count," was published for seventy-five dollars. With this encouragement, and his mother's prediction that he would become a writer, the young man was spurred to keep writing. He was working in a factory on the night shift, and attending classes during the day. He took a job at a radio station, writing short news pieces for the airwaves, and eventually worked for the Worcester Telegram and Gazette. During this time he met Constance Senay, to whom he was married from 1948 until his death in 2000.


Connie and Robert Cormier had four children, and their teenage years had an influence on the kind of writing Cormier produced. Though Cormier always avoided slang and dated phrases, believing that nothing would make a novel more obsolete, the speech patterns and conversations of his teen characters sometimes reflect what he heard from his own children and their friends.


Cormier's four most popular novels � HYPERLINK "http://www.gradesaver.com/the-chocolate-war/" �The Chocolate War�, � HYPERLINK "http://www.gradesaver.com/i-am-the-cheese/" �I Am the Cheese�, After the First Death, and Beyond the Chocolate War were often criticized for their sexual imagery and violent content, in addition to their dark subject matter. Several cities and school districts banned the books at various times. Cormier and several critics have pointed out that the unrelenting realism of the stories can actually encourage teens, rather than depressing them. The controversy over Cormier's subject matter has not dissipated, and the books still inspire division among critics and teachers. Each of Cormier's major novels has gone through several printings, and his popularity has not diminished. Two of his novels, The Chocolate War and I Am the Cheese, have been made into films.











Profanity


 Four Letter Words





The language was considered by some to be lewd or vulgar. It has, by one parent’s account, who has infinite time on their hands 171 swear words in it. The American Library Association lists it #3 of its Top 100 Banned Books for 2000-2007. In fact, for the past 20 years, The Chocolate War consistently ranks in the top five banned or challenged books. I was not so deeply scarred after reading Cormier’s work that I dwelled on each infraction of polite grammar. Cormier’s words flow from one to the other, not like water rushing over rocks, crashing into one another but perhaps like a river of chocolate; deep, rich and flowing smoothly from one page to the next. I have read works that are so peppered with vulgarity that I know I would never want to be seated across from the author for a dinner conversation. This is not so with Cormier. The uses of expletives are consistently in context and never overused.














"I feel like I must have done something right, there wouldn't be all these concerns


 about an ineffective book."


- Robert Cormier
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