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Andrew Solomon Far From The Tree

UNDERSTANDING IDENTITY AND DIFFERENCE: AN IN-
DEPTH LOOK AT ANDREW SOLOMON'S FAR FROM THE
TREE

In the vast landscape of non-fiction literature, few works have
managed to blend rigorous journalism, profound empathy, and
philosophical inquiry as seamlessly as Andrew Solomon’s
masterpiece, Far From the Tree: Parents, Children and the
Search for Identity. Published in 2012, this monumental book
explores what happens when children are profoundly different
from their parents—when the apple falls far from the tree.
Solomon spent over a decade interviewing hundreds of families,
weaving together narratives of difference, love, and identity. The
result is a compelling, thousand-page exploration that challenges
our understanding of family, normality, and the human condition.
This article delves into the core themes of Andrew Solomon Far
From the Tree, examining its structure, key insights, and lasting
impact on how we think about parenting, diversity, and
belonging.

THE GENESIS OF THE BOOK: A PERSONAL JOURNEY

Andrew Solomon, an acclaimed writer and psychologist, was no
stranger to the experience of difference. Having grown up as a
gay man in a conservative family, he personally understood the
tension between parental expectations and a child’s authentic
identity. This personal lens gave Far From the Tree its
emotional depth. Solomon began his research after realizing that
his own identity, while challenging for his parents, was just one of
many ways children can differ from their families. He set out to
document the lives of families raising children with conditions
that placed them outside the mainstream—deafness, dwarfism,
Down syndrome, autism, schizophrenia, severe disabilities,
prodigious talent, transgender identity, and even criminality.

The book’s title, drawn from the proverb “the apple does not fall
far from the tree,” ironically highlights the opposite: the apple
can indeed fall far, and Solomon argues that this distance is not a
tragedy but a source of strength and transformation. Andrew
Solomon Far From the Tree thus becomes a testament to the
resilience of love and the redefinition of identity through struggle.

Horizontal vs. Vertical
ldentity: A Core Framework

One of the most influential concepts in Far From the Tree is
Solomon’s distinction between vertical and horizontal identities.
Vertical identities are traits passed down from parents to
children—such as ethnicity, language, religion, and certain
physical characteristics. These are typically shared and
celebrated within families. In contrast, horizontal identities are
traits that a child does not share with their parents, often
because they are rare or stigmatized. These include being deaf,
autistic, transgender, or having a serious mental illness.
Horizontal identities often require children to find community and
identity outside their family of origin.

The tension between vertical and horizontal identities forms the

emotional core of the book. Parents initially grieve the loss of the
“normal” child they expected, but many eventually learn to love
and advocate for their child’s unique identity. Solomon’s
framework helps readers understand why difference can feel like
a chasm, yet also why it can lead to profound connection—both
within the family and in wider communities.

EXPLORING THE CHAPTERS: A TAPESTRY OF HUMAN
EXPERIENCE

Andrew Solomon Far From the Tree is organized into 12
chapters, each focusing on a different condition or identity group.
Solomon avoids clinical detachment; instead, he immerses
himself in the lives of his subjects, participating in deaf culture
gatherings, attending Little People conventions, and spending
time with families of autistic children. Each chapter is a deeply
reported narrative that balances individual stories with broader
social and medical context.

Deafness: A Culture, Not a
Disability

Solomon begins with deafness, a condition that illustrates the
tension between medical and cultural perspectives. Many Deaf
people view sign language and shared experience as a rich
linguistic culture, rather than a disability. Yet hearing parents
often seek cochlear implants or oral education for their children.
Solomon interviews families on both sides, showing how the
choice to embrace or “fix” deafness shapes a child’s identity. This
chapter sets the stage for the book’s central question: When is

difference a sickness to be cured, and when is it an identity to be
celebrated?

Dwarfism: Navigating a
World Built for Others

The chapter on dwarfism explores how Little People form a close-
knit community, complete with social events, support networks,
and a distinct culture. Parents of average height wrestle with
surgical limb-lengthening procedures and the social challenges
their children face. Solomon highlights the pride many dwarfs feel
in their identity, while not shying away from the real difficulties
they encounter. Again, the horizontal identity emerges as a
source of belonging.

Down Syndrome: Love
Beyond Expectation

Perhaps the most emotionally resonant chapter, the one on Down
syndrome, examines how parents move from initial shock and
grief to unconditional love. Solomon interviews families that
chose to raise their children with Down syndrome, noting the shift
in societal attitudes since the era of institutionalization. He also
discusses prenatal testing and the ethical dilemmas it raises. The
chapter emphasizes that many families find unexpected joy and
meaning in raising a child with cognitive differences. This section
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of Andrew Solomon Far From the Tree powerfully illustrates
how a horizontal identity can transform a family’s values.

Autism: The Spectrum of
Possibility

With autism, Solomon navigates the fierce debates between
advocates of cure and those who embrace neurodiversity. He
introduces us to parents who are overwhelmed by the challenges
of severe autism, as well as those who celebrate the unique
perspectives of their high-functioning children. The chapter
avoids easy judgments, instead presenting a complex picture of
love, frustration, and adaptation. Solomon’s own conversations
with autistic individuals enrich the narrative, affirming that many
on the spectrum view their condition as an integral part of who
they are, not a disease.

Schizophrenia: The Hardest
Goodbye

Perhaps the most heartbreaking chapter deals with
schizophrenia. Unlike other conditions where some parents learn
to embrace the difference, schizophrenia often involves severe
suffering and loss of the person the child might have been.
Solomon interviews families who have struggled with violent
episodes, homelessness, and the mental health system. He also
talks to those who have found ways to support their children and
advocate for better care. This chapter underscores that not all
differences can be woven into a positive identity—but even in the
face of devastating illness, the bond between parent and child
can persist.

Disability: The Body as a
Source of Strength

In the chapter on severe disabilities—including cerebral palsy and
guadriplegia—Solomon meets families raising children with
profound physical limitations. Here, the question of quality of life
becomes central. The families share how dependency can breed
deep intimacy, and how their children’s personalities shine
despite physical constraints. Solomon challenges assumptions
about what a “good life” looks like, arguing that love can flourish
in the most unconventional circumstances.

Prodigies: The Gift and the
Burden

At the other end of the spectrum, Solomon examines
prodigies—children with extraordinary talents in music, math, or
other fields. While being a prodigy is often seen as a gift, it can
also create a horizontal identity. Parents may struggle with the
pressure to nurture talent without sacrificing their child’s
childhood. Solomon interviews families of young virtuosos and
explores the sacrifices required. This chapter adds nuance:
difference is not always a struggle; sometimes it is a gift that
brings its own challenges.

Transgender: ldentity in the
Body

Solomon’s chapter on transgender children is especially poignant,
given his own exposure to LGBT issues. He documents the
experience of families who support their children’s gender
identity, often in the face of societal hostility. He interviews both
parents and trans children, showing the process of coming out,
transitioning, and finding acceptance. This chapter aligns with the
book’s broader theme: a child’s true identity, no matter how
different, deserves to be honored.

Crime: When a Child Does
the Unthinkable

The final chapter investigates families with children who have
committed violent crimes—murder, rape, or other offenses. This
is perhaps the most difficult horizontal identity, as it challenges
the very notion of unconditional love. Solomon interviews parents
who continue to love their children despite their actions, as well
as those who have cut ties. He explores the ethics of parental
responsibility and the limits of acceptance. The chapter brings
the book full circle, asking how far love can stretch when the
difference is one of moral horror.

INTERVIEWS, STATISTICS, AND PERSONAL
REFLECTION

Throughout Andrew Solomon Far From the Tree, the author’s
voice is present but not overwhelming. He interweaves his own
experiences, such as his relationship with his mother and his
struggles with depression, to create resonance. The book is
meticulously researched, with extensive endnotes and
references, yet it reads like a novel—each family’s story is vivid
and distinct. Solomon’s ability to listen without judgment is what
makes the work so powerful. He does not preach tolerance; he
shows it in action.

Solomon also addresses broader societal issues: the ethics of
genetic testing, the rise of identity politics, the role of medical
intervention, and the importance of community. He does not offer
simple answers but rather a framework for thinking about
difference as both a challenge and a gift. The balance between
narrative and analysis is masterful.

RECEPTION AND IMPACT

Upon its release, Far From the Tree received widespread
critical acclaim, winning the National Book Critics Circle Award
and being named a New York Times Notable Book. It was praised
for its compassion, depth, and breadth. Readers from diverse
backgrounds found themselves reflected in its pages. The book
sparked conversations in parenting groups, medical ethics
forums, and classrooms. It also influenced policy discussions
around disability rights and LGBTQ+ inclusion. Andrew Solomon’s
TED Talk based on the book has been viewed millions of times,
further amplifying its message of radical acceptance.

The Andrew Solomon Far From the Tree legacy extends
beyond literature. It has become a cornerstone reference for
anyone studying identity formation, family dynamics, or the
sociology of difference. Its message—that love can transform
even the most daunting differences into sources of
strength—resonates in an increasingly polarized world.
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CONCLUSION: THE APPLE THAT ROLLS FAR

Andrew Solomon’s Far From the Tree is more than a book; it is
a profound meditation on the nature of love. By documenting the
lives of families who have embraced children who are radically
different, Solomon shows us that identity is not a fixed
inheritance but a journey of discovery. The apple that falls far
from the tree may grow into a tree unlike any other—a tree that

offers shade, fruit, and beauty in unexpected ways. For anyone
seeking to understand the complexities of family, difference, and
human connection, this book is an essential read. It reminds us
that while we may not always choose the challenges we face, we
can choose to meet them with courage, curiosity, and an open
heart. In the end, Andrew Solomon Far From the Tree is a
celebration of the vast, messy, and extraordinary spectrum of
human experience.



