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INTRODUCTION:
WHY THE WORLD
ACCORDING TO
GARP STILL
RESONATES

F e w  n o v e l s  h a v e
captured  the  messy,
beautiful,  and  often
tragic chaos of modern
life  as  memorably  as
The World According
to  Garp  by  J ohn
Irving.  First  published
in 1978, Irving’s fourth
n o v e l  b e c a m e  a n
i n s t a n t  c l a s s i c ,
catapult ing  him  to

l i te rary  fame  and
earning  a  National
B o o k  A w a r d
nomination. More than
four decades later, the
b o o k  r e m a i n s  a
t o u c h s t o n e  o f
American  fiction—a
sprawl ing,  dark ly
comic,  and  profoundly
human  s to ry  tha t
refuses  to  be  neatly
categorized.  It  is  at
once  a  coming-of-age
tale,  a  family  saga,  a
m e d i t a t i o n  o n
feminism, a critique of
sexual  politics,  and  a
wry exploration of what
it means to be a writer.
Above all, it is a story
about fearlessness: the
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fearlessness  to  face
life’s  absurdities,  to
embrace  vulnerability,
and  to  keep  writing
your  own  narrative
even  when  the  world
tries to edit it for you.
In  this  article,  we will
d ive  deep  into  the
layers  of  The  World
According  to  Garp
b y  J o h n  I r v i n g ,
examining  its  plot,  its
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
characters,  its  central
themes, and its lasting
impact  on  literature
and  culture.  Whether
you are a long-time fan
or a curious newcomer,
t h e r e  i s  a l w a y s
someth ing  new  to
discover  in  Garp’s
world.

A BRIEF OVERVIEW
OF THE NOVEL’S
PLOT

The World According
to  Garp  by  J ohn
Irving  follows the  life

of  T.S.  Garp,  a  writer
born  to  a  fiercely
independent  nurse
named  Jenny  Fields.
T h e  s t o r y  b e g i n s
before  Garp’s  birth:
Jenny,  a  woman  who
wants a child  but  has
n o  i n t e r e s t  i n  a
husband,  seduces  a
terminally  ill  soldier
named  Techn i ca l
Sergeant  Garp,  who
can barely speak. After
a  single  encounter,
J e n n y  b e c o m e s
pregnant  and  raises
her  son  alone.  Garp
g r o w s  u p  i n  t h e
wrestling  room of  the
Steering  Academy,
where Jenny works as a
nurse.  It  is  here  that
Garp discovers his twin
passions: wrestling and
writing.
Garp goes on to marry
Helen Holm, a bookish
and  ambitious  woman
who  later  becomes  a
professor  of  English.
They  have  two  sons,
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Duncan and Walt, and
together they navigate
the joys and sorrows of
family  life.  But  Garp’s
world  is  anything  but
ordinary.  It  includes a
cas t  o f  eccen t r i c
characters:  Roberta
Muldoon,  a  former
professional  football
player and transgender
woman  who  becomes
Garp’s  closest  friend;
the Ellen Jamesians,  a
radical  feminist  group
that  has  taken  the
extreme step of cutting
out their  own tongues
in solidarity with a rape
victim;  and  a  host  of
lovers,  r ivals,  and
misfits  who  orbit
Garp’s  life.
The  nove l  hur t les
toward  a  ser ies  of
t rag ic  events—an
accident,  a  death,  a
s e n s e l e s s  a c t  o f
violence—that  test
every  character ’s
resilience.  Yet  Irving
never allows the story

to  descend  into  pure
despa i r .  Through
humor,  absurdity,  and
a  relentless  belief  in
t h e  p o w e r  o f
storytelling,  Garp’s
w o r l d  b e c o m e s  a
mirror  for  our  own:
chaotic,  unpredictable,
and achingly real.

MAJOR THEMES IN
THE WORLD
ACCORDING TO
GARP

Feminism
and the
Politics of
Gender
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking aspects of The
World  According  to
Garp by John Irving
i s  i t s  n u a n c e d
engagement  w i th
feminist  ideas.  Jenny
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Fields,  Garp’s  mother,
is a proto-feminist icon:
s h e  w r i t e s  a
c o n t r o v e r s i a l
autobiography titled  A
Sexual  Suspect,  which
argues  that  women
should  not  be  defined
by  their  relationships
w i t h  m e n .  S h e
becomes  a  symbol  of
independence, and her
b o o k  s p a r k s  a
movement.  Yet  Irving
does  no t  p resen t
f e m i n i s m  a s  a
monolith.  The  Ellen
Jamesians,  who  take
the i r  p ro tes t  to  a
literal,  self-harming
extreme,  satirize  the
dogmatic fringes of any
ideology.  Meanwhile,
Roberta  Muldoon’s
j o u r n e y  a s  a
transgender  woman
challenges  both  Garp
and  the  reader  to
rethink  assumptions
about  gender  identity.
Irving  treats  these
t h e m e s  w i t h  a

c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
e m p a t h y  a n d
irreverence.  He  never
preaches, but he forces
readers  to  confront
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
questions: What does it
mean to be a man or a
w o m a n ?  C a n  t h e
personal ever truly be
separated  from  the
political?  And  how  do
we  balance  individual
freedom with the need
for  community?  These
ques t ions  fee l  as
urgent  today  as  they
did in 1978.

Sexuality,
Desire,
and
Vulnerabi
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lity
Sex  is  everywhere  in
Garp’s world—and it is
rarely  simple.  From
Jenny’s  ut i l i tar ian
approach to conception
t o  G a r p ’ s  o w n
complicated  sexual
encounters,  Irving
portrays desire as both
a source of joy and a
c a t a l y s t  f o r
ca tas t rophe .  The
novel’s  most  famous
scene,  the  “Under
Toad,”  is  a  metaphor
for the hidden dangers
that  lurk  beneath  the
surface  of  everyday
life.  Garp’s  obsessive
fear  of  harm befalling
his  family,  especially
h i s  c h i l d r e n ,  i s
intertwined  with  his
anxiety about his own
sexuality and his wife’s
infidelity.
I r v i n g  r e f u s e s  t o
moralize.  Instead,  he
shows how sex can be

tender,  violent,  funny,
and tragic—often all at
once.  The  result  is  a
port ra i t  o f  human
vulnerability  that  is
both  unsettling  and
deeply  compassionate.

Mortality
and the
Fragility
of Life
Death hovers over The
World  According  to
Garp by John Irving
from  the  very  first
page.  Garp’s  father
dies before he is born;
his  mentor,  the writer
and  radical  feminist
Ernie  Holm,  passes
away; and the novel’s
c l imax  invo lves  a
devastating  loss  that
r e s h a p e s  e v e r y
character’s  life.  But
Irving  does  not  use
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death merely as a plot
device.  He  explores
how people cope with
g r i e f ,  h o w  t h e y
remember  the  dead,
and  how  they  find
meaning in the face of
absurdity. Garp himself
becomes  obsessed
with writing about “the
world  according  to”
various people—a way
of trying to understand
the incomprehensible.
Perhaps  the  novel’s
most  profound  insight
is that life is not a story
we can control. We can
only try to tell  it well.
T h a t  i s  b o t h  t h e
t r a g e d y  a n d  t h e
triumph of  the human
condition.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
LUMINOUS
ENSEMBLE

T.S. Garp
T.S.  Garp  is  one  of
l i te ra ture ’ s  most
e n d e a r i n g  a n d
i n f u r i a t i n g
protagonists.  He  is  a
devoted  fa ther ,  a
struggling  writer,  a
loyal  fr iend,  and  a
jealous  husband.  He
wrestles  with  his  own
ego  and  h is  deep-
sea ted  fea rs .  H i s
growth as a character
is measured not by his
success as a writer but
by  his  ability  to  love
and to  accept  love  in
return.  Irving  gives
Ga rp  a  r i ch  i nne r
life—full  of  fantasies,
a n x i e t i e s ,  a n d
moments  of  genuine
insight. He is, in many
ways,  every  man,  yet
he  i s  a l so  u t te r l y
singular.
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Jenny
Fields
J e n n y  F i e l d s  i s  a
revolutionary  figure.
She is unapologetically
independent,  refusing
to conform to societal
e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f
m o t h e r h o o d  a n d
w o m a n h o o d .  H e r
decision to have a child
without a husband is a
radical  act,  and  her
subsequent career as a
writer  and  activist
makes her a target of
both  admiration  and
scorn. Irving treats her
w i th  a  m ix tu re  o f
reverence  and  gentle
satire.  She  is  not  a
perfect  hero;  she  can
b e  r i g i d  a n d
judgmental. But she is
unforgettable.

Roberta
Muldoon
Roberta  ( formerly
Robert)  is  a  former
t i g h t  e n d  f o r  t h e
Philadelphia  Eagles
who undergoes gender
confirmation  surgery.
She  becomes  Garp’s
confidante  and  a
maternal  figure  to  his
children.  Roberta’s
presence  in  the  novel
is a powerful statement
a b o u t  i d e n t i t y ,
acceptance,  and  the
fluidity  of  gender.
Irving portrays her with
dignity  and  warmth,
a v o i d i n g  t h e
sensationalism  that
could have derailed the
character.  Roberta  is
not a symbol; she is a
person.  Her  friendship
with Garp is one of the
novel’s  most  moving
relationships.
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Helen
Holm
Helen,  Garp’s  wife,  is
often overshadowed by
the  more  flamboyant
characters,  but  she  is
essential  to  the story.
She  is  inte l l igent,
ambitious,  and  deeply
conflicted.  Her  affair
w i t h  a  g r a d u a t e
student  leads  to  a
tragedy  that  haunts
the  rest  of  the  novel.
Helen’s  journey—from
a  young  woman  who
va lues  her  career
above  al l  e lse  to  a
mother  grappling  with
loss—is  a  quiet  but
powerful  arc.  Irving
refuses to paint her as
a  villain  or  a  victim.
She is simply human.

The Ellen

Jamesian
s
This  fictional  feminist
group,  who  cut  out
t h e i r  t o n g u e s  t o
protest the rape of an
eleven-year-old  girl
named  Ellen  James,
represents the dangers
o f  i d e o l o g i c a l
extremism. Irving uses
t h e m  t o  c r i t i q u e
performative  activism
a n d  t h e  l o s s  o f
individual  voice  within
a movement. They are
a  d a r k l y  c o m i c
presence,  but  their
ac t ions  have  rea l
consequences—fo r
themselves,  for  the
Ellen James they claim
to defend, and for the
larger  feminist  cause.
They are a cautionary
tale about the limits of
solidarity.
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WRITING STYLE
AND NARRATIVE

STRUCTURE

Irving’s  prose  in  The
World  According  to
Garp by John Irving
is  deceptively  simple.
He  writes  in  c lear,
declarative  sentences,
b u t  w i t h i n  t h a t
simplicity lies immense
emotional  depth.  The
n o v e l  i s  o f t e n
d e s c r i b e d  a s  a
“ t r a g i c o m e d y ” — a
blend  of  laughter  and
t e a r s  t h a t  I r v i n g
m a n a g e s  w i t h
extraordinary  skill.  He
uses  meta-fictional
d e v i c e s ,  s u c h  a s
including excerpts from
Garp’s own stories and
novels within the main
narrative.  This layered
approach allows Irving
to comment on the act
of writing itself, as well
as  the  relationship
between  an  author’s
life  and  his  work.

The  structure  of  the
novel  i s  ep isod ic ,
following  Garp  from
childhood  to  middle
age.  There  are  long
stretches  of  domestic
l i fe  punctuated  by
sudden,  shock ing
events.  Irving  builds
suspense  not  through
convent ional  p lot
mechanics but through
h i s  c h a r a c t e r s ’
emotional  journeys.
R e a d e r s  b e c o m e
deeply  invested  in
Garp’s  happiness,  and
when tragedy strikes, it
feels  both  inevitable
and  unbearable.

IMPACT AND
LEGACY OF THE
NOVEL

The World According
to  Garp  by  J ohn
Irving  was  a  cultural
phenomenon  upon  its
r e l e a s e .  I t  s p e n t
months  on  bestseller
lists  and was adapted
into  a  1982  film
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starring Robin Williams
as  Garp,  Glenn  Close
as  Jenny  Fields,  and
J o h n  L i t h g o w  a s
Roberta  Muldoon  (a
r o l e  t h a t  e a r n e d
Lithgow  an  Academy
Award  nomination).
The film introduced the
novel to an even wider
a u d i e n c e  a n d
cemented  its  place  in
popular culture.
T h e  n o v e l  a l s o
influenced  a
generation  of  writers.
Its blend of humor and
tragedy,  its  frankness
about sexuality, and its
willingness  to  tackle
political issues without
sacrificing  character
development became a
template  for  literary
fiction  in  the  late
twentieth  century.
A u t h o r s  s u c h  a s
Jonathan  Franzen,
David  Foster  Wallace,
and  Michael  Chabon
have  cited  Irving’s
work as an inspiration.

Moreover,  the  novel’s
t r e a t m e n t  o f
transgender  identity
was remarkably ahead
of  its  time.  Roberta
Muldoon  is  portrayed
w i t h  r e s p e c t  a n d
complexity  at  a  time
when  transgender
characters were rarely
seen  in  mainstream
l i t e ra tu re .  Wh i l e
contemporary  readers
may  find  some
language  dated,  the
novel’s  underlying
message of acceptance
remains powerful.

WHY READ THE
WORLD
ACCORDING TO
GARP TODAY?

In  an era of  polarized
discourse,  The World
According  to  Garp
by  John  Irving  offers
a refreshing antidote. It
i s  a  n o v e l  t h a t
e m b r a c e s
contradiction:  it  is
feminist  yet  skeptical
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of  dogma,  warm  yet
unflinching,  hilarious
yet  devastating.  It
reminds us that life is
not  a  tidy  narrative,
and that the people we
love  are  flawed,
compl icated ,  and
sometimes beyond our
understanding.
T h e  n o v e l ’ s
t h e m e s — g e n d e r ,
s e x u a l i t y ,  g r i e f ,
c r e a t i v i t y ,
parenthood—are  as
relevant  as  ever.  It
challenges  readers  to
think  critically  about
the  stor ies  we  tel l
ourselves  and  each
other. It asks: What is
the world according to
you?  And  a re  you

brave enough to write
it  down,  even  if  the
ending is not what you
hoped for?
For  anyone  seeking  a
book  that  will  make
them  laugh,  cry,  and
th ink ,  The  World
According  to  Garp
b y  J o h n  I r v i n g
remains  an  essential
read. It is a testament
to  the  power  of  fiction
to  i l l um ina te  the
human condition, in all
its messy glory.

CONCLUSION

The World According
to  Garp  by  J ohn
Irving  is more than a
n o v e l — i t  i s  a n
experience.  It


