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THE WAVE BY MORTON RHUE: A TIMELESS LESSON
ON THE DANGERS OF FASCISM

What happens when a high school experiment goes too far? In
1981, author Morton Rhue published a novel that would become
a staple in classrooms around the world. The Wave Morton
Rhue crafted is not just a story about a teacher and his students.
It is a profound exploration of how easily ordinary people can slip
into authoritarian thinking. The book, also known as The Wave by
Todd Strasser (Rhue's real name), is based on a true event that
took place in a California high school in 1969. Decades later, its
message remains urgent, compelling readers to examine the
fragile nature of democracy and the psychological appeal of
group conformity.

The Real Experiment That

Inspired the Novel

To fully understand The Wave Morton Rhue wrote, one must
first look at the real-world experiment that inspired it. In 1969,
history teacher Ron Jones conducted a social experiment in his
classroom at Cubberley High School in Palo Alto, California. He
wanted to demonstrate to his students how the German populace
could claim ignorance of the Holocaust. What started as a simple
lesson on discipline and community spiraled into a movement
known as "The Third Wave."

Students became intensely devoted. They developed salutes,
slogans, and a sense of unity that quickly became exclusionary
and intimidating. The experiment grew so powerful that Jones
had to end it after just five days, revealing the truth to his
shocked students. This real event provided the foundation for
Rhue's fictionalized account, which has since educated millions
about the psychology of tyranny.

Plot Summary of The Wave
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by Morton Rhue

The novel is set at Gordon High School, a typical American school
in the late 1960s. The story centers on Ben Ross, a popular and
dedicated history teacher. While teaching about Nazi Germany,
his students ask a question that has haunted historians for
generations: "How could the German people allow the Nazis to
come to power? How could they claim they didn't know what was
happening?"

Driven by a desire to give his students an experiential lesson, Mr.
Ross introduces a new classroom experiment. He begins by
emphasizing discipline. He creates a name for the movement:
The Wave. He introduces a motto, "Strength through Discipline,
Strength through Community, Strength through Action," and a
salute. Initially, the students are engaged and enthusiastic. They
feel a sense of belonging that many have never experienced
before.

The protagonist, Laurie Saunders, is a thoughtful student and
editor of the school newspaper. She initially participates but
grows increasingly uncomfortable as The Wave expands beyond
the classroom. Students who are not part of The Wave are
bullied. Membership becomes mandatory in the eyes of its
followers. Laurie's boyfriend, David Collins, becomes a fervent
supporter, creating a rift in their relationship. Meanwhile, Robert
Billings, a previously bullied and isolated student, finds purpose
and confidence within the movement, but in a way that
foreshadows the dangers of absolute conformity.

The situation escalates quickly. Students begin tattling on non-
members. A sense of superiority develops. The Wave spreads to
other schools. When Laurie writes an exposé in the school paper,
she faces intense backlash. Eventually, Mr. Ross realizes the
experiment has spiraled out of control. He gathers the entire
school in the auditorium, telling them that The Wave is actually
a national movement and that their leader is about to appear on
television. When the students eagerly await the broadcast, they
instead see a blank screen. Mr. Ross reveals the truth: they have
just replicated the conditions that allowed fascism to rise in
Germany. The lesson is devastating but unforgettable.

Major Themes in The Wave
by Morton Rhue

The novel is rich with themes that are essential for readers to
grasp. Rhue does not simply tell a story; he dissects human
behavior.

THE APPEAL OF CONFORMITY

One of the central questions of The Wave Morton Rhue
explores is: why do people conform? The characters in the novel
are not inherently bad. They are ordinary teenagers. What The
Wave offers them is identity. For Robert Billings, it provides a
sense of worth he has never had. For others, it provides a sense
of purpose and community that is lacking in their lives. The novel
forces readers to ask themselves if they would have the courage
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to stand alone.

THE DANGER OF GROUPTHINK

Groupthink occurs when the desire for harmony or conformity in
a group results in irrational or dysfunctional decision-making. In
the novel, students stop thinking critically. They accept the rules
of The Wave without question. They suppress their doubts. This
theme is directly connected to the historical context of Nazi
Germany, but it also applies to modern social dynamics, including
online mob mentality and political extremism.

THE ROLE OF THE INDIVIDUAL IN HISTORY

Mr. Ross often lectures about how history is shaped by the
choices of ordinary people. The experiment demonstrates that
history is not inevitable. It is created by individual actions. Laurie
represents the individual conscience. She is the one who
questions authority and speaks out, even when it is dangerous.
The novel suggests that the health of a democracy depends on
citizens who are willing to think for themselves.

THE ABUSE OF AUTHORITY

Mr. Ross is a well-meaning teacher. He is not a villain. However,
his experiment demonstrates how easily authority can be abused.
He becomes intoxicated by the power and loyalty of his students.
This theme serves as a warning about the seductive nature of
control and the ethical responsibilities of leaders.

Key Characters in The
Wave

The characters in The Wave Morton Rhue created are
archetypes  that represent  different  responses  to
authoritarianism.

e Ben Ross: The history teacher who starts the experiment.
He is intelligent and passionate but blind to the potential
consequences of his actions.

e Laurie Saunders: The moral center of the novel. She is a
critical thinker who represents the resistance. Her courage
is the counterweight to the conformity of the masses.

» David Collins: Laurie's boyfriend and a popular athlete. He
becomes a devoted follower of The Wave. His journey
shows how even good people can be swept up ina
movement.

* Robert Billings: A marginalized student who transforms
through his involvement with The Wave. His story
illustrates how authoritarian movements appeal to those
who feel powerless.

e Amy Smith: Another student who becomes a dedicated
follower, showing how peer pressure and the desire for
status can drive participation.



Why The Wave by Morton

The Legacy of Morton

Rhue Remains Relevant Rhue's Work

Today

Since its publication, The Wave has sold millions of copies
worldwide and has been translated into dozens of languages. It is
frequently taught in middle and high schools as part of social
studies and English curricula. Its relevance has not faded. If
anything, the digital age has amplified the themes Rhue
explored.

Online communities can function very much like The Wave.
Social media platforms create echo chambers where dissenting
opinions are silenced. Viral movements can create a sense of
belonging that demands absolute loyalty. The novel serves as a
cautionary tale for a generation that navigates these digital
spaces daily.

Furthermore, political polarization in many countries has created
an environment where "us versus them" thinking is common. The
novel helps young people recognize the early warning signs of
authoritarianism: the suppression of dissent, the glorification of
the group, and the dehumanization of outsiders.

Morton Rhue, born Todd Strasser, is an American author who has
written over 140 novels for young adults and children. However,
The Wave remains his most famous work. It has been adapted
into a television movie, a stage play, and even an opera. The
book continues to be read in classrooms not because it offers
easy answers, but because it asks difficult questions.

Teachers use the novel to teach critical thinking. They use it to
discuss the Holocaust in a way that feels personal and
immediate. The book bridges the gap between historical events
and the students' own lives, making the past feel less distant and
more relevant.

How Educators Use The
Wave in the Classroom

The novel is a powerful teaching tool. Many educators pair it with
historical studies of World War Il and the Holocaust. However,
they also use it to discuss contemporary issues. Common
classroom activities include:

1. Debates on conformity: Students discuss the difference
between healthy community and dangerous groupthink.
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2. Character analysis: Students examine the motivations of
characters like Robert Billings and Laurie Saunders to
understand the psychology of followers and resistors.

3. Connections to current events: Students identify
modern examples of the principles The Wave
demonstrates.

4. Reflective writing: Students consider what they would
have done in the same situation.

These exercises help students internalize the lessons of the
novel. They move beyond memorizing facts and engage with the
moral complexities of history.

The Psychological Insights
of the Novel

Beyond its historical lessons, The Wave Morton Rhue wrote
offers deep psychological insights. The novel touches on several
established psychological concepts:

e Social Identity Theory: People derive part of their self-
concept from the groups they belong to. The Wave
provides a strong social identity that becomes central to
the students' sense of self.

* Obedience to Authority: The students follow Mr. Ross
even when they have doubts. This reflects the findings of
Stanley Milgram's famous experiments on obedience.

e The Bystander Effect: Many students remain silent as

The Wave grows, assuming others will take responsibility.
This shows how diffusion of responsibility enables harmful
movements.

e Deindividuation: As the students become part of The
Wave, they lose their individual identity. This can lead to
behaviors they would not engage in as individuals.

These psychological layers make the novel more than just a
story. It becomes a case study in human behavior that students
can analyze and discuss from multiple perspectives.

Comparing The Wave to
Other Works on
Totalitarianism

The Wave occupies a unique space in literature about
totalitarianism. Unlike George Orwell's 1984 or Aldous Huxley's
Brave New World, which are set in dystopian futures, The Wave
is grounded in a recognizable reality. It happens in a high school.
This setting makes the story accessible to young readers. They
can imagine themselves in the same situation.

The novel also differs from historical accounts of Nazi Germany
because it shows the process of indoctrination in real time.
Readers watch as ordinary students transform into followers. This
gradual progression is more unsettling than a sudden leap into
tyranny. It suggests that the capacity for fascism exists within all



societies, not just in historical Germany.

The Moral Questions the
Novel Raises

The Wave does not provide comfortable answers. Instead, it
raises challenging moral questions that readers must grapple
with:

e Was Mr. Ross right to conduct the experiment, even if it
meant traumatizing his students?

 Are individuals responsible for their actions when they are
part of a group?

e What would you have done if you were a student at Gordon
High School?

e How can we recognize the early signs of authoritarianism in
our own society?

¢ |s there a difference between healthy patriotism and
dangerous nationalism?

These questions make the novel an enduring resource for ethical
education. They encourage readers to think critically about their
own values and choices.

Cultural Impact and

Adaptations

The power of The Wave extends beyond the printed page. In
1981, the novel was adapted into a television movie starring
Bruce Davison as Mr. Ross. The film reached an even wider
audience and won several awards. More recently, the story has
been adapted into a German film and a stage play that has been
performed internationally.

The novel has also inspired countless essays, documentaries, and
classroom discussions. It is often cited as one of the most
effective books for teaching about the Holocaust and the dangers
of fascism. Educators appreciate that the book does not preach. It
allows students to draw their own conclusions based on the
evidence of the story.

Critigues of The Wave

While widely praised, The Wave has also received some
criticism. Some argue that the novel simplifies complex historical
events. Others question whether a single classroom experiment
can truly replicate the conditions of a totalitarian regime. There
are also concerns about the ethical implications of Mr. Ross's
experiment. Should a
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