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Cider House Rules John Irving is a novel that has captivated readers since its publication
in 1985. Written by acclaimed author John Irving, the book delves into a myriad of themes,
including love, abandonment, and the moral complexities surrounding choices. Set in a
Maine orphanage, the novel explores the life of Homer Wells, an orphan who grapples with
his identity and moral beliefs. This article will provide an in-depth analysis of the major
themes, characters, and the cultural impact of "The Cider House Rules."

Overview of "The Cider House Rules"

At its core, "The Cider House Rules" tells the story of Homer Wells, who becomes the
adopted son of Dr. Wilbur Larch, an obstetrician and founder of the orphanage. The
narrative spans several decades, chronicling the lives of its characters as they navigate the
complexities of love, loss, and ethical dilemmas.

Irving’s narrative is structured around the various rules that govern the cider house where
migrant workers live and work during apple-picking season. These rules serve as a
metaphor for the moral and ethical decisions that the characters must confront throughout
the novel. The story intertwines the personal and the political, drawing the reader into a
world where the lines between right and wrong are often blurred.

Major Themes

"The Cider House Rules" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. Below are
some of the most significant themes explored in the novel:

1. Abortion and Reproductive Rights

One of the central themes in the novel is the issue of abortion. Dr. Larch performs illegal
abortions at the orphanage, believing it is a necessary service for women who cannot bring
unwanted children into the world. This controversial topic raises questions about morality,
legality, and the right to choose, making it a poignant commentary on women’s rights.

- The characters’ differing opinions on abortion illustrate the societal divide on the issue.
- Homer’s evolving stance on the subject reflects the complexities of personal beliefs in the
face of societal norms.

2. The Search for Identity

Homer Wells’ journey is fundamentally one of self-discovery. Raised in an orphanage, he



struggles with his sense of belonging and purpose. Throughout the novel, he faces
numerous challenges that force him to confront who he is and what he stands for.

- His relationship with Dr. Larch serves as a paternal bond, yet it complicates his
understanding of autonomy.
- As he leaves the orphanage to explore the world, he encounters various characters who
further shape his identity.

3. Love and Abandonment

The theme of love is intricately woven throughout the narrative. Characters experience love
in its many forms—romantic love, familial love, and the love of community. However, the
novel also explores the pain of abandonment and the longing for connection.

- Homer’s longing for love and acceptance drives many of his decisions.
- The relationships he builds are often fraught with challenges that mirror the complexities
of love itself.

4. Morality and Ethical Choices

Irving’s narrative poses significant moral dilemmas that challenge the characters’ beliefs
and values. The rules of the cider house symbolize the arbitrary nature of societal norms
and the struggle to navigate personal ethics.

- Characters are often faced with choices that have significant consequences, prompting
readers to consider the nature of right and wrong.
- The fluidity of moral beliefs is depicted through the characters’ evolving perspectives as
they confront real-life situations.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Cider House Rules" are richly developed, each contributing to the
overarching narrative and themes. Here are some of the key characters and their
significance:

1. Homer Wells

Homer Wells is the protagonist of the story. His journey from the orphanage to the outside
world represents the quest for self-discovery. His internal conflict regarding abortion and
his relationship with Dr. Larch create a complex character who embodies the struggle
between personal beliefs and societal expectations.



2. Dr. Wilbur Larch

Dr. Larch is a father figure to Homer and a complex character in his own right. His
dedication to the orphanage and his controversial practices surrounding abortion raise
questions about morality and the ethics of his choices. Larch’s character serves as a
catalyst for Homer’s moral journey.

3. Fuzzy and the Cider House Workers

The migrant workers in the cider house represent a community grappling with their own
issues of identity and belonging. They reflect the struggles of those who are marginalized
and offer a broader perspective on the themes of love and connection.

4. Candy Kendall

Candy is a pivotal character who becomes the object of Homer’s affection. Her relationship
with Homer adds a romantic dimension to the story, while also highlighting the theme of
love and the complications it brings.

Cultural Impact

Since its publication, "The Cider House Rules" has made a significant cultural impact. The
novel was adapted into a successful film in 1999, directed by Lasse Hallström and starring
Tobey Maguire, Michael Caine, and Charlize Theron. The film brought the story to a wider
audience and sparked discussions about the themes of the book.

Additionally, "The Cider House Rules" has been a subject of study in literature courses,
often cited for its exploration of complex moral issues. The novel’s stance on abortion and
reproductive rights remains relevant in contemporary discussions about women’s rights,
making it a timeless piece of literature.

Conclusion

"The Cider House Rules" by John Irving is a profound exploration of the human experience,
tackling themes such as love, identity, and morality. Through the journey of Homer Wells
and the rich tapestry of supporting characters, Irving invites readers to reflect on their own
beliefs and the complexities of ethical decision-making. The novel's enduring impact and
relevance continue to resonate, solidifying its place in the canon of American literature.
Whether through its narrative or its cultural conversations, "The Cider House Rules"
remains a powerful work that challenges readers to consider the rules they live by.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Cider House
Rules'?
The main themes include abortion, the complexities of love and family, the search for
identity, and the moral dilemmas faced by individuals.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Cider House Rules'?
The protagonist is Homer Wells, an orphan who grows up in a Maine orphanage and
struggles with his identity and purpose.

How does the setting influence the story in 'The Cider
House Rules'?
The setting in a rural Maine orphanage during the early to mid-20th century highlights the
social issues of the time, including the stigma surrounding abortion and the lives of
orphans.

What is the significance of the title 'The Cider House
Rules'?
The title refers to a set of rules posted in the cider house where the characters work,
symbolizing the moral choices and ethical dilemmas faced throughout the narrative.

How does John Irving portray the character of Dr.
Wilbur Larch?
Dr. Wilbur Larch is portrayed as a complex figure; he is both a compassionate caregiver and
a controversial figure due to his practice of performing abortions.

What role does the concept of 'choice' play in 'The Cider
House Rules'?
Choice is a central theme, particularly regarding the right to choose an abortion, which
raises questions about morality, legality, and personal freedom.

What impact did 'The Cider House Rules' have on public
perception of abortion?
The novel, along with its film adaptation, contributed to discussions around abortion,
challenging societal views and prompting a deeper examination of personal choice and
medical ethics.



How does the relationship between Homer Wells and
the women in his life shape his character?
The relationships, particularly with characters like Candy and Dr. Larch, shape Homer’s
understanding of love, responsibility, and his own beliefs about abortion and personal
agency.

What narrative techniques does John Irving employ in
'The Cider House Rules'?
Irving uses a multi-perspective narrative, blending humor and tragedy, and incorporates
elements of magical realism to enhance the story's depth.

Why is 'The Cider House Rules' considered a significant
work in American literature?
It addresses complex social issues, showcases rich character development, and offers a
blend of wit and poignancy, marking it as a critical commentary on American society.
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