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The Cider House Rules is a groundbreaking novel by John Irving, published in 1985. This work intricately
weaves themes of love, morality, and the complexities of human relationships amidst the backdrop of a
Maine orphanage. The narrative follows the life of Homer Wells, who grows up in St. Cloud’s Orphanage

under the care of Dr. Wilbur Larch, a physician and the orphanage's director. The novel delves into issues



such as abortion, the ethics of medical practices, and the search for personal identity, providing readers with

a rich tapestry of characters and moral dilemmas.

Overview of the Plot

At its core, The Cider House Rules is a coming-of-age story. Homer Wells, who is never adopted, finds
solace and purpose in the orphanage. Dr. Larch, who has a complex relationship with Homer, becomes a

father figure to him. The novel unfolds in three significant parts:

1. Homer’s Childhood: The initial chapters focus on Homer’s upbringing in the orphanage, where he learns

about the world of medicine and the harsh realities faced by women who seek abortions.

2. The Outside World: As Homer transitions into adulthood, he begins to question the rules and ethics that
govern the orphanage. He feels torn between his loyalty to Dr. Larch and his desire to explore life beyond
the confines of St. Cloud’s.

3. The Cider House Rules: The title refers to the rules posted in the cider house where migrant workers,
including a character named Candy, live and work. These rules serve as a metaphor for the broader themes
of the novel, representing the arbitrary nature of the laws that govern human behavior and the choices

individuals must make.

Major Themes

The novel is rich in themes that resonate on multiple levels. Some of the most prominent include:

Abortion and Reproductive Rights

One of the central themes of The Cider House Rules is the debate surrounding abortion. Dr. Larch performs
illegal abortions at the orphanage, believing that women should have the right to make choices about their
bodies. This theme is explored through various characters, including women who come to St. Cloud’s

seeking help.
Key points regarding this theme include:
- The moral dilemmas faced by Dr. Larch, who believes he is acting in the best interest of his patients.

- The portrayal of women’s rights and the societal stigma surrounding abortion.

- The impact of these choices on the lives of the characters involved.



Identity and Belonging

Homer Wells’ journey is also one of self-discovery and the quest for belonging. Raised in an orphanage, he
grapples with his identity and what it means to belong to a family. His experiences reflect the universal

longing for connection and acceptance.
Key aspects of this theme include:
- Homer’s struggle with his role as both a caretaker and a seeker of his own life.

- The contrasting lives of those who are adopted versus those who remain in the orphanage.

- The idea that belonging can be found in unexpected places, including friendships and chosen families.

Morality and Ethics

The novel poses significant questions about morality and ethics, particularly in the context of medical
practices. Dr. Larch’s actions force readers to consider the implications of choice and the responsibilities that

come with it.
Considerations include:
- The ethical implications of performing abortions and the varying perspectives of the characters involved.

- The contrast between Larch’s progressive views and the societal norms of the time.

- The moral compromises individuals make in the name of love and care for others.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Cider House Rules are multifaceted and deeply developed, each representing

different aspects of the themes discussed in the novel.

Homer Wells

Homer is the protagonist who embodies the struggle between duty and desire. His growth from a passive
observer to an active participant in life’s complexities is central to the story. Throughout the novel, Homer

wrestles with his upbringing and the expectations placed upon him by Dr. Larch and society.



Dr. Wilbur Larch

Dr. Larch serves as a father figure to Homer and represents the moral ambiguity present in the novel. His
dedication to the women who seek his help complicates his role as a physician, raising questions about the

ethics of his choices and the consequences they have for others.

Candy and the Cider House Workers

Candy, a significant character in Homer’s life, embodies the themes of love and longing. Her relationship
with Homer highlights the personal conflicts that arise from societal rules. The cider house workers, who

live by their own set of rules, serve as a microcosm of the larger society and its often arbitrary laws.

Symbolism in the Novel

John Irving employs various symbols throughout The Cider House Rules to enhance the narrative and

deepen its themes.

The Cider House

The cider house itself symbolizes the divide between rules and reality. The rules posted inside serve as a
critique of the arbitrary nature of societal norms. They reflect the idea that rules do not always account for

individual circumstances and the complexities of human life.

The Orphanage

St. Cloud’s Orphanage represents both safety and confinement. It is a place of nurturing for some, yet a
prison for others. The orphanage’s dual nature illustrates the tension between comfort and the desire for

freedom.

Apples and Cider

The process of making cider serves as a metaphor for transformation and the cycle of life. Apples, in their
various stages, symbolize the choices and paths available to individuals. The cider-making process reflects

the blending of experiences and the outcomes of those choices.



Conclusion

The Cider House Rules is a profound exploration of human experience, grappling with difficult moral
questions and the essence of love and belonging. John Irving's ability to blend humor with poignant social
commentary creates a narrative that is both engaging and thought-provoking. Through the characters of
Homer Wells, Dr. Larch, and Candy, readers are invited to reflect on their own beliefs about choice,
morality, and the rules that govern our lives. This novel remains an essential read for anyone interested in

the complexities of human relationships and the ethical dilemmas that define our existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes of 'The Cider House Rules'?

The central themes include the complexity of morality, the choices surrounding abortion, orphanhood, and

the search for identity and belonging.

Who is the main character in 'The Cider House Rules'?

The main character is Homer Wells, an orphan who grows up in an apple orchard and grapples with his

role as a caregiver and his personal beliefs about abortion.

How does John Irving portray the issue of abortion in the novel?

Irving presents abortion as a multifaceted issue, exploring the moral dilemmas faced by characters and the

societal implications of reproductive rights.

‘What role does the setting play in 'The Cider House Rules'?

The setting of St. Cloud's orphanage and the surrounding apple orchard serves as a backdrop for the

characters' growth and the exploration of their relationships and choices.

What is the significance of the title "The Cider House Rules"

The title refers to the unwritten rules that govern the lives of the characters in the cider house,

symbolizing personal and moral choices that differ from societal norms.

How does Homer Wells' character develop throughout the novel?

Homer evolves from a passive observer of life to an active participant, ultimately making difficult decisions

that reflect his moral beliefs and personal growth.



What is the role of Dr. Larch in 'The Cider House Rules'?

Dr. Larch serves as a father figure to Homer and represents a complex moral compass, as he performs

abortions in secret while grappling with the ethics of his actions.

How does the novel address the concept of family?

The novel examines various forms of family, highlighting the bonds formed among orphans, caregivers,

and the idea that family can be chosen rather than biologically defined.

What impact did "The Cider House Rules' have on discussions around
abortion in literature?

The novel sparked significant discussions about abortion and reproductive rights, contributing to a broader

dialogue on the ethical and emotional complexities surrounding these topics.
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Explore the themes and characters in "The Cider House Rules" by John Irving. Discover how this
iconic novel addresses love
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