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UNDERSTANDING
FAR FROM THE
TREE BY ANDREW
SOLOMON: A DEEP
DIVE INTO
IDENTITY AND
DIFFERENCE

In  the  vast  landscape
of  non-fiction
literature,  few  books
have  managed  to
capture  the  profound
complexity  of  human
identity and family love
as  powerfully  as  Far
F r o m  T h e  T r e e
Andrew  Solomon.
Published in 2012, this
monumenta l  work
explores  how  parents

n a v i g a t e  t h e
challenges  of  raising
c h i l d r e n  w h o  a r e
profoundly  different
from  them—children
wi th  d i sab i l i t i es ,
extraordinary  talents,
o r  ident i t i es  that
diverge from the norm.
Solomon spent  over  a
decade  interviewing
hundreds  of  families,
weaving  together
na r ra t i ves  abou t
deafness,  dwarfism,
D o w n  s y n d r o m e ,
autism,  schizophrenia,
severe  d isabi l i ty ,
prodigies,  children
conceived  through
rape,  children  who
commit  crimes,  and
transgender  children.
T h e  r e s u l t  i s  a

https://www.remodelicious.com/


2

2 Far From The Tree Andrew
Solomon

2025-03-10

c o m p a s s i o n a t e ,
m e t i c u l o u s l y
researched  book  that
asks:  What  does  i t
mean to love someone
w h o  i s  r a d i c a l l y
different  from  you?
This article will explore
the  central  themes  of
Far  From  The  Tree ,
examine  Solomon’s
a rguments  about
identity  and  vertical
versus  hor izonta l
identities, and highlight
why this book remains
essential  reading  for
anyone  interested  in
psychology,  sociology,
a n d  t h e  h u m a n
condition. We will also
discuss how the book’s
i n s igh t s  app ly  t o
broader  conversations
a b o u t  d i v e r s i t y ,
inclusion,  and  familial
love.

The
Genesis
of Far
From The
Tree
Andrew  Solomon,  a
w r i t e r  a n d
psychologist,  began
th i s  p ro jec t  a f te r
reflecting  on  his  own
identity as a gay man
and  his  relationship
with  his  parents.  He
not iced  that  some
aspects of identity are
passed  down  from
parent to child (vertical
identities, like ethnicity
or  language),  while
others  are  not  shared
and  often  create  a
sense  of  difference
(horizontal  identities,
like  sexual  orientation
or  disabi l i ty) .  The
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book’s  t i t le  i t se l f
comes  from  the  old
saying,  “The  apple
doesn’t fall far from the
tree,”  which  Solomon
turns  on  its  head  to
explore  what  happens
when  the  apple  falls
very far indeed.
Solomon’s  research
took  him  across  the
United  States  and
around  the  world.  He
spoke  with  families
raising  children  with
cochlear  implants,
L i t t l e  P e o p l e  o f
America  conferences,
parents  of  autist ic
children,  and  even
parents of children who
had committed violent
c r i m e s .  H e  a l s o
i n t e r v i e w e d
transgender  children
and their families long
before  the  current
c u l t u r a l  d e b a t e s
became  mainstream.
What  emerges  is  a
tapestry  of  struggle,
a d a p t a t i o n ,  a n d

remarkable  love.

Key
Themes
in the
Book
Far  From  The  Tree
Andrew  Solomon  is
organized  around  ten
c a t e g o r i e s  o f
difference,  each
explored with empathy
and  intellectual  rigor.
Below are some of the
m o s t  c o m p e l l i n g
t h e m e s  t h a t  r u n
t h r o u g h  t h e s e
chapters.

VERTICAL VS.
HORIZONTAL
IDENTITIES

One of Solomon’s most
influential contributions
i s  h i s  d i s t i nc t i on
between  vertical  and
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horizontal  identities.
Vertical  identities  are
traits  shared  between
p a r e n t  a n d
c h i l d — l a n g u a g e ,
nationality, religion, or
c e r t a i n  p h y s i c a l
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .
Horizontal  identities,
by  contrast,  are  traits
that  a  child  does  not
inher i t  f rom  the i r
parents, such as being
gay, deaf, or having a
d i sab i l i t y .  These
horizontal  identities
often create a cultural
divide:  parents  must
learn  to  understand
and accept a child who
i s  fundamenta l l y
different  from  them.
Solomon  argues  that
many  families  initially
struggle  wi th  th is
difference,  but  through
a  p r o c e s s  o f
accommodation  and
love,  they often come
to  cherish  the  very
traits that once caused
them pain.

THE MEDICAL
MODEL VS. THE
CULTURAL MODEL

Throughout  the  book,
Solomon  explores  the
t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n
viewing a condition as
a  medical  problem  to
be  fixed  (the  medical
model)  versus  as  an
i d e n t i t y  t o  b e
celebrated (the cultural
model).  For  example,
some  Deaf  parents
r e f u s e  c o c h l e a r
implants  for  the i r
c h i l d r e n ,  s e e i n g
deafness  not  as  a
disabi l i ty  but  as  a
linguistic  and  cultural
identity.  Similarly,
many  Litt le  People
reject growth hormone
treatments  because
t h e y  v a l u e  t h e i r
dwarfism  as  part  of
who they are. Solomon
d o e s  n o t  t a k e  a
simplist ic  side  but
presents  the  nuanced
views  of  families  who
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make different choices.
T h i s  b a l a n c e d
approach  makes  Far
F r o m  T h e  T r e e  a
valuable  resource  for
ethical  discussions
a b o u t  m e d i c a l
i n te rven t i on  and
identity.

LOVE, ACCEPTANCE,
AND ADAPTATION

A  central  question  of
the book is: How does
a  p a r e n t ’ s  l o v e
transform when a child
is  different?  Solomon
wr i t e s  tha t  many
p a r e n t s  i n i t i a l l y
experience  grief—a
kind  of  mourning  for
t h e  c h i l d  t h e y
imagined.  But  over
time,  that  grief  often
gives way to a deeper,
more complex love. He
quotes  parents  who
say  they  would  not
change their child even
if  they could,  because
the  child’s  difference
h a s  b e c o m e

inseparable  from  who
they  are.  This  theme
resonates powerfully in
our  current  era  of
diversity and inclusion,
reminding us that love
is  not  the  absence  of
difficulty  but  the
p r e s e n c e  o f
commitment.

In-Depth
Explorati
on of
Selected
Chapters
To  apprec iate  the
depth  of  Far  From
The  Tree  Andrew
Solomon,  it  helps  to
examine  a  few specific
chap te r s  i n  more
detail .
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DEAFNESS

I n  the  chap te r  on
deafness,  Solomon
explores  the  fierce
debate between those
who see deafness as a
disability  requiring
cochlear  implants  and
those who see it as a
rich  linguistic  culture.
He  interviews  Deaf
fami l ies ,  hear ing
p a r e n t s  o f  d e a f
children,  and  adults
who  g rew  up  w i th
implants.  The  chapter
h i g h l i g h t s  t h e
importance  of  sign
language and the Deaf
community’s  struggle
f o r  r e c o g n i t i o n .
Solomon  notes  that
many  Deaf  people  do
n o t  c o n s i d e r
themselves  disabled;
t h e y  s i m p l y
c o m m u n i c a t e
differently.  This
chapter sets the stage
f o r  t h e  b o o k ’ s
overarching  argument:

that  difference  can  be
a  source  of  strength
and identity, not just a
deficit.

DOWN SYNDROME

The  chapter  on  Down
s y n d r o m e  i s
particularly  moving.
Solomon  interviews
parents who were told
their  children  would
n e v e r  a m o u n t  t o
anything,  only  to  see
t h e m  t h r i v e  i n
s u p p o r t i v e
environments .  He
discusses  the  shift
f r o m
institutionalization  to
inclusion,  and  how
families  have  fought
for  educational  rights.
What stands out is the
unconditional love that
many parents  develop
for  their  children  with
Down  syndrome—a
love  that  defies  the
in i t ia l  p rognos is .
Solomon  also  touches
on prenatal testing and
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the ethical dilemmas it
raises,  asking whether
society  is  trying  to
eliminate  a  form  of
human  diversity.

TRANSGENDER
CHILDREN

B e f o r e  t h e  t e r m
“transgender”  was
widely known, Solomon
was  in te rv iew ing
f a m i l i e s  w i t h
transgender  children.
He tells the story of a
young  child  named
Jessica  who  insisted
she was a girl despite
being assigned male at
birth.  Her  parents
eventually allowed her
to  transition  socially
and medically, and the
child  flourished.  This
chapter  is  a  powerful
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
importance of listening
t o  c h i l d r e n  a n d
s u p p o r t i n g  t h e i r
authent ic  se lves .
S o l o m o n ’ s
c o m p a s s i o n a t e

reporting helped bring
transgender issues into
t h e  m a i n s t r e a m
conversat ion  long
before  many  people
were  ready  to  hear
them.

PRODIGIES

Interestingly,  the book
also includes a chapter
on  prodigies—children
with  extraordinary
talents in music, math,
or  art.  These  children
are also “far from the
tree”  because  their
gifts  often  set  them
a p a r t  f r o m  t h e i r
parents  and  peers.
Solomon  explores  the
intense  pressure  such
chi ldren  face,  the
sacrifices  parents
m a k e ,  a n d  t h e
sometimes  fraught
relationship  between
talent  and  happiness.
This  chapter  reminds
us  that  difference  is
n o t  o n l y  a b o u t
disabi l i ty  but  also
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about  exceptional
abil ity.

Why Far
From The
Tree
Matters
Today
Far  From  The  Tree
Andrew  Solomon  is
more  than  a  book
about unusual families;
it  is  a  meditation  on
what  it  means  to  be
human.  In  a  time  of
increasing  polarization
and  cultural  conflict,
Solomon’s message of
e m p a t h y  a n d
unders tand ing  i s
urgently  needed.  He
shows that the families
who learn to embrace
their  differences  are
often  stronger  and
more  compassionate.

The book challenges us
to  rethink  our  own
assumptions  about
normalcy  and  to  see
diversity as something
to be celebrated rather
than feared.
For parents, educators,
a n d  h e a l t h c a r e
professionals, the book
offers practical insights
into  how  to  support
c h i l d r e n  w h o  a r e
different.  For  anyone
i n t e r e s t e d  i n
psychology, it provides
a  rich  case  study  of
r e s i l i e n c e  a n d
adaptation.  And  for
readers simply seeking
a compelling story, Far
From The Tree delivers
page  after  page  of
d e e p l y  h u m a n
narratives.

Critical
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Reception
and
Cultural

Impact
Upon  publication,  Far
F r o m  T h e  T r e e
received  widespread
acclaim.  It  won  the
National  Book  Critics
Circle Award and was a
finalist  for  the  Pulitzer
Prize.  Critics  praised
Solomon’s  exhaustive
research and his ability
to  b lend  persona l
n a r r a t i v e  w i t h
sociological  analysis.
The  book  has  been
used  in  univers i ty
courses  on  disability
studies,  queer  theory,
and family psychology.
It  has  also  sparked
debates  about  the
ethics  of  prenatal
testing,  the  nature  of

identity, and the role of
love  in  overcoming
adversity.
Some  readers  have
criticized the book for
be ing  too  l ong  o r
overly  detailed,  but
most  agree  that  its
breadth  is  a lso  i ts
strength.  Solomon
includes  voices  from
across  the  spectrum,
ensuring that no single
viewpoint  dominates.
This makes the book a
va luab le  p r imary
s o u r c e  f o r
understanding  the
e x p e r i e n c e s  o f
m a r g i n a l i z e d
communities and their
families.

Conclusio
n: The
Enduring
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Legacy of
Far From

The Tree
In  conclusion,  Far
F r o m  T h e  T r e e
Andrew Solomon is a
masterwork  of  non-
fiction  that  continues
to resonate years after
i ts  publ icat ion.  I t
t e a c h e s  u s  t h a t
difference  is  not
s o m e t h i n g  t o  b e
erased  but  something
to  be  understood  and
cherished.  Solomon’s
central  insight—that
love  can  transform
even the most painful
differences  into
s o u r c e s  o f
strength—offers  hope
to families everywhere.
Whether  you  are  a
parent,  a  teacher,  or

simply a human being
trying to make sense of
the  world,  this  book
will  challenge  you  to
expand  your  definition
of  what  it  means  to
belong. The apple may
fall  far  from the  tree,
b u t  a s  S o l o m o n
brilliantly shows, it can
s t i l l  g r o w  i n t o
something beautiful.
I f  you  have  not  yet
read  Far  From  The
T r e e ,  i t  i s  h i g h l y
recommended  for  its
depth,  compassion,
a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l
honesty. For those who
have  already  read  it,
revisiting  its  chapters
can  offer  new  insights
in light of current social
changes.  Ultimately,
the  book  stands  as  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
resilience of the human
spirit and the power of
unconditional love.


