
the rules of survival by nancy werlin
The Rules of Survival is a gripping and thought-provoking novel by Nancy Werlin that
delves into the complexities of family dynamics, survival, and the strength of the human
spirit. Through the eyes of its young protagonist, the story unfolds in a world where
danger lurks behind every corner, and the rules of survival are not just a metaphor but a
necessary guide for navigating a tumultuous life. This article will explore the themes,
characters, and critical elements that make "The Rules of Survival" an essential read for
young adults and adults alike.

Overview of the Plot

The narrative follows the life of 17-year-old Matthew, who recounts his experiences
growing up with an abusive mother and a dysfunctional family. The story is set against a
backdrop of fear and uncertainty, where Matthew and his siblings are forced to come to
terms with their mother's erratic behavior and violent tendencies.

Matthew's journey is not just one of survival; it is also about understanding the deep-
seated issues that contribute to his mother's behavior and his own growth as an individual.
As the story progresses, Matthew and his siblings, the more vulnerable but resilient Emmy
and the innocent little sister, are faced with critical decisions that could alter their lives
forever.

Key Themes Explored in the Novel

Nancy Werlin skillfully weaves several themes throughout "The Rules of Survival." Here
are some of the most prominent ones:

1. Abuse and Survival

The pervasive theme of abuse is central to Matthew's life. He and his siblings endure
psychological and physical abuse at the hands of their mother. The novel dives deep into
the repercussions of abuse, showing how it shapes their identities and relationships.
Matthew's internal struggle to protect his siblings while finding a way to escape their dire
situation highlights the resilience that can emerge from such trauma.

2. Family Dynamics

Family is both a sanctuary and a source of pain in "The Rules of Survival." The novel
portrays the complexities of familial relationships, especially how love can coexist with
fear. Matthew's determination to protect his siblings showcases the bond that exists



despite the chaos around them.

3. The Quest for Freedom

Matthew's desire for freedom is a powerful driving force in the narrative. As he grapples
with his reality, he becomes increasingly aware of the need to break free from his
mother's control. The theme of freedom resonates throughout the novel and serves as a
metaphor for self-discovery and empowerment.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Rules of Survival" are richly developed and represent various
facets of human experience.

1. Matthew

As the protagonist, Matthew is a complex character who embodies courage and
vulnerability. His perspective allows readers to witness the struggles of a young man
trying to navigate his chaotic life. He evolves from a fearful boy into a determined
protector, making choices that highlight his growth and resolve.

2. The Mother

Matthew's mother is a multifaceted character who invokes both sympathy and disdain.
Her struggles with mental illness and past trauma provide context for her abusive
behavior. Werlin presents her as a product of her circumstances, challenging readers to
consider the roots of her actions.

3. Emmy and the Youngest Sister

Emmy, Matthew's sister, represents innocence and the impact of abuse on children. Her
character adds depth to the narrative, showcasing the different ways siblings cope with a
shared traumatic experience. The youngest sister serves as a symbol of hope and the
future, motivating Matthew to fight for a better life.

Writing Style and Structure

Nancy Werlin employs a poignant and evocative writing style that draws readers into the
emotional landscape of the characters. The use of first-person narration allows for an



intimate connection with Matthew's thoughts and feelings, making his struggles more
relatable and impactful.

The structure of the novel is non-linear, with flashbacks that provide context and depth to
the characters' experiences. This technique enhances the storytelling, allowing readers to
understand the complexities of Matthew's life and the rules he must adhere to for survival.

Critical Reception

"The Rules of Survival" has received widespread acclaim for its sensitive portrayal of
difficult themes. Critics have praised Werlin for her ability to tackle heavy subjects with
grace and authenticity. The novel has won several awards and is often included in
discussions about essential young adult literature.

Life Lessons and Takeaways

Readers of "The Rules of Survival" will find several important life lessons woven
throughout the narrative:

The Importance of Resilience: The novel illustrates that even in the face of
adversity, the human spirit can persevere.

Understanding Mental Health: Werlin encourages readers to explore the
complexities of mental illness and its impact on families.

The Value of Family: Despite the pain, the story emphasizes the importance of
familial bonds and the lengths one will go to protect loved ones.

Empowerment Through Choice: Matthew's journey underscores the significance
of making choices for one’s future and taking control of one’s life.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "The Rules of Survival" by Nancy Werlin is a powerful exploration of abuse,
family dynamics, and the quest for freedom. Through the eyes of Matthew, readers are
invited to witness a journey marked by resilience and bravery. The novel's themes and
characters resonate deeply, making it an essential read for those seeking to understand
the complexities of survival in a challenging world. As we navigate our own lives, the
lessons learned from Matthew's story about the importance of resilience, empathy, and the
pursuit of freedom continue to remain relevant.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Rules of
Survival' by Nancy Werlin?
The main themes include survival in abusive situations, the complexities of family
dynamics, the struggle for personal identity, and the power of resilience.

How does the protagonist, Matthew, navigate his
relationship with his mother in 'The Rules of Survival'?
Matthew struggles with his mother's abusive behavior while also seeking to understand
her motivations, often feeling torn between love and the need for self-protection.

What role does the setting play in 'The Rules of
Survival'?
The setting amplifies the tension and isolation experienced by the characters, reflecting
both the physical and emotional constraints imposed by their circumstances.

How does Nancy Werlin use narrative voice in 'The
Rules of Survival'?
Werlin employs a first-person narrative that allows readers to intimately experience
Matthew's thoughts, feelings, and struggles, creating a strong emotional connection.

What impact does the character of the older sister have
on Matthew's journey in 'The Rules of Survival'?
Matthew's older sister offers both support and a contrasting perspective on their mother's
behavior, influencing Matthew's understanding of family loyalty and personal boundaries.

Why is 'The Rules of Survival' considered a powerful
commentary on abuse and survival?
The novel effectively portrays the psychological and emotional impact of abuse,
highlighting the importance of seeking help and the strength required to break free from
harmful situations.
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