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The Rules of Survival by Nancy Werlin is a riveting young adult novel that captivates
readers with its gripping narrative and complex characters. This powerful story delves into
themes of family, resilience, and the quest for survival in the face of adversity. Written with
a sharp eye for detail and emotional depth, Werlin's novel resonates with young adults
navigating their own challenges. In this article, we will explore the key elements of "The
Rules of Survival," including its plot, characters, themes, and the impact it has had on
readers and the literary landscape.

Plot Overview

The story is narrated by its protagonist, 17-year-old Matthew, who recounts the harrowing
experiences he and his siblings endure while living under the oppressive rule of their
abusive mother. The novel begins with an introduction to Matthew's life, illustrating the
chaotic and often dangerous environment created by their mother, who struggles with
mental illness.

As the story unfolds, Matthew becomes increasingly aware of the need for survival, not only
for himself but also for his two younger sisters, Emma and Lizzy. The plot thickens when
Matthew and his siblings discover an opportunity to escape their tumultuous home life,
leading them on a journey filled with difficult choices and moral dilemmas.

Key Characters

The novel features a rich cast of characters, each contributing to the story's depth and
complexity. Here are some of the key characters:

Matthew: The protagonist and narrator who takes on the responsibility of protecting
his sisters. His perspective drives the narrative and reveals his inner struggles and
growth.

Emma: Matthew’s younger sister, who represents innocence and vulnerability. Her
character adds emotional weight to the story as she navigates the effects of their
mother's abuse.

Lizzy: The youngest sibling, whose innocence is often a stark contrast to the harsh
realities of their life. Lizzy's character highlights the impact of neglect and abuse on
children.

Mom: The children’s mother, whose mental illness and abusive behavior create a
toxic environment. Her character serves as a catalyst for the siblings' desperate quest
for freedom.



Murphy: A pivotal character who offers Matthew guidance and support. His presence
symbolizes hope and the possibility of a better life.

Themes Explored in the Novel

"The Rules of Survival" encompasses several significant themes that resonate deeply with
its readers. Below are some of the central themes explored in the novel:

1. Survival and Resilience

The title itself speaks to the overarching theme of survival. Matthew's journey is a
testament to the resilience of the human spirit. His determination to protect his sisters and
find a way out of their dire situation emphasizes the lengths one will go to for family. The
theme of resilience is particularly poignant as Matthew learns to navigate the complexities
of his mother's unpredictable behavior.

2. Family Dynamics

The novel intricately explores the dynamics of a dysfunctional family. As the siblings rely on
each other for support, their bond is both a source of strength and vulnerability. The
portrayal of their relationship highlights the complexities of familial love, particularly in the
context of abuse.

3. Abuse and Recovery

Werlin does not shy away from depicting the harsh realities of abuse. Through Matthew's
eyes, readers witness the psychological and emotional toll it takes on each family member.
The novel addresses the importance of seeking help and finding a way to break the cycle of
abuse, ultimately advocating for recovery and healing.

4. The Quest for Freedom

Matthew's journey is not just about escaping their home; it is also a quest for freedom from
the emotional and psychological chains that bind him. The desire for autonomy and a better
life drives the narrative forward, making it a relatable story for many young adults who feel
trapped in their circumstances.



Writing Style and Narrative Techniques

Nancy Werlin employs a compelling writing style that engages readers from the very first
page. Her use of vivid imagery and emotional prose allows readers to connect deeply with
the characters and their experiences. The narrative is structured in a way that alternates
between present-day reflections and past memories, providing a comprehensive view of
Matthew's journey.

1. First-Person Perspective

The choice of a first-person narrative allows readers to experience Matthew's thoughts and
emotions intimately. This perspective creates a sense of urgency and immediacy,
immersing readers in the challenges he faces.

2. Flashbacks

Werlin effectively uses flashbacks to illustrate the siblings' past experiences and the impact
of their mother's abuse. This technique enriches the story, offering context for Matthew's
actions and decisions.

3. Symbolism

Throughout the novel, Werlin employs symbolism to enhance themes. For instance, the
“rules” that Matthew develops serve as coping mechanisms, representing both the
constraints of his situation and the strategies he employs to navigate it.

The Impact of "The Rules of Survival"

Since its publication, "The Rules of Survival" has received critical acclaim and has had a
profound impact on readers, particularly young adults. Here are some ways in which the
novel has made a difference:

Raising Awareness: The book sheds light on the realities of domestic abuse and
mental illness, fostering discussions around these important issues.

Empowering Readers: By showcasing Matthew's resilience, the novel empowers
readers to confront their own challenges and seek help when needed.

Promoting Empathy: Werlin's nuanced portrayal of characters encourages readers
to empathize with those experiencing similar struggles in their lives.



Conclusion

In conclusion, "The Rules of Survival" by Nancy Werlin is a powerful exploration of
resilience, family, and the quest for freedom. Through its compelling characters, poignant
themes, and engaging narrative style, the novel has left an indelible mark on the young
adult literary landscape. It serves as both a mirror and a beacon for those navigating the
complexities of abuse and the journey towards healing. As readers turn the pages, they are
reminded of the strength found in vulnerability and the importance of survival against all
odds.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Rules of
Survival' by Nancy Werlin?
The main themes include the complexities of family dynamics, the struggles of
adolescence, the impact of abuse, and the importance of resilience and survival.

Who are the key characters in 'The Rules of Survival'?
The key characters include Matthew, the protagonist; his abusive mother, Nikki; his
supportive sister, Callie; and his friend, the neighbor, who plays a crucial role in his life.

How does the narrative structure of 'The Rules of
Survival' enhance the story?
The narrative is presented through Matthew's perspective, providing an intimate look at his
thoughts and feelings, which enhances the emotional depth of the story and allows readers
to connect with his struggles.

What role does the setting play in 'The Rules of
Survival'?
The setting, primarily in a suburban neighborhood, serves as a stark contrast to the turmoil
within Matthew's home, highlighting the isolation he feels and the normalcy that others
perceive, which deepens the impact of his family's dysfunction.

What motivates Matthew's actions throughout the
book?
Matthew's desire to protect his sister and escape their abusive environment motivates his
actions, driving the plot as he seeks solutions to their dire situation.



How does 'The Rules of Survival' address the topic of
abuse?
The book candidly portrays the effects of emotional and physical abuse on children,
emphasizing the struggles for agency and the quest for safety, while also highlighting the
complexities of love and loyalty within abusive relationships.

What is the significance of the title 'The Rules of
Survival'?
The title reflects the strategies and coping mechanisms that Matthew and his sister develop
to navigate their challenging home life, symbolizing both their struggle to endure and their
desire for a better future.

What is the impact of the resolution in 'The Rules of
Survival'?
The resolution offers a sense of hope and closure, as it demonstrates Matthew's growth and
the possibility of healing, while also acknowledging the ongoing challenges that survivors of
abuse may face.

How does Nancy Werlin's writing style contribute to the
story in 'The Rules of Survival'?
Werlin's writing style is evocative and poignant, using vivid imagery and emotional depth
that draw readers into Matthew's experiences, making his journey relatable and impactful.
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