
james thurber the secret life of walter mitty
James Thurber is a celebrated American author, cartoonist, and playwright best known for his wit
and keen observations on human behavior. Among his most famous works is the short story "The
Secret Life of Walter Mitty," which was first published in The New Yorker in 1939. This story has
captivated audiences for decades, resonating with anyone who has ever felt the constraints of their
mundane reality and yearned for adventure. In this article, we will explore the themes, characters,
and cultural impact of "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty," as well as its adaptations in film and other
media.

Overview of "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty"

Walter Mitty is an ordinary man living in a world that often feels too small for his imagination. He is
characterized by his daydreams, which transport him from the banalities of his everyday life into
fantastical scenarios where he is a hero. The story is structured around several of these daydreams,
which serve as a powerful contrast to his actual life.

Plot Summary

The narrative follows Walter Mitty as he navigates a routine trip to the city with his overbearing
wife. During this trip, he drifts in and out of various daydreams, each depicting him in a heroic or
adventurous role. Here are some of the key daydreams he experiences:

1. The Ace Pilot: In one daydream, he imagines himself as a skilled aviator, confidently flying a plane
through a storm.
2. The Medical Expert: Another fantasy places him as a renowned surgeon, skillfully performing a
complex operation.
3. The Brave Soldier: He also envisions himself as a fearless soldier, bravely facing a firing squad.

These daydreams serve both as escapism for Walter and a reflection of his frustrations with his
uninspiring life. Each fantasy is abruptly interrupted by the realities of his existence, highlighting
the stark contrast between his dreams and his life.

Character Analysis

Walter Mitty is a multi-dimensional character who embodies the struggles of the everyman. His
character can be understood through several key aspects:

- The Dreamer: Walter’s daydreams reveal his inner desires and frustrations. He longs for
excitement and significance, which he feels are absent in his ordinary life.
- The Underestimated Husband: His interactions with his wife show the dynamic of their
relationship. She often dismisses his dreams and belittles his aspirations, which contributes to his
feelings of inadequacy.



- The Reluctant Hero: Walter's daydreams depict him as a hero, yet in his real life, he is timid and
often submissive. This duality captures the essence of many people's experiences, where they feel
more confident in their fantasies than in reality.

Thematic Elements

"The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" explores several significant themes that resonate with readers:

Escapism

At its core, the story is about escapism. Walter Mitty uses his daydreams as a coping mechanism to
escape the monotony of his life. This theme is relatable to many who seek refuge in their
imaginations when the demands of reality become overwhelming.

Identity and Self-Perception

Walter's daydreams reveal his struggle with identity. While he perceives himself as a hero in his
fantasies, he feels inadequate in his real life. This theme prompts readers to consider how self-
perception can be influenced by external validation and societal expectations.

The Conflict Between Reality and Fantasy

The stark contrast between Walter's dreams and his actual life raises questions about the nature of
reality. While fantasy can provide temporary relief, it also highlights the limitations and
disappointments of one's real circumstances. This theme can resonate with anyone who has faced
the challenge of reconciling their dreams with their day-to-day lives.

Cultural Impact and Adaptations

Since its publication, "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" has had a lasting cultural impact. It has been
referenced in various forms of media and has inspired adaptations, including a notable film in 2013.

The 2013 Film Adaptation

Directed by and starring Ben Stiller, the film adaptation of "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" expands
on the original story while maintaining its core themes. Here are some distinguishing features of the
film:

- Visual Spectacle: The film takes viewers on a visually stunning journey across various locations,



emphasizing Walter's adventures in a way that the short story could not.
- Character Development: The movie delves deeper into Walter’s character, exploring his
relationships and personal growth more thoroughly than the original text.
- Modern Themes: The adaptation incorporates contemporary issues related to social media, work-
life balance, and personal fulfillment, making it relevant to today’s audience.

Influence on Popular Culture

The story and its adaptations have influenced a range of cultural phenomena. Walter Mitty has
become a symbol of the dreamer—someone who yearns for a more exciting life. Phrases like
"Mittyesque" have entered the lexicon, describing individuals who live in a world of fantasy.
Additionally, the concept of daydreaming as a form of escape has been explored in various artistic
and literary works, highlighting the universal desire to break free from the constraints of reality.

Conclusion

James Thurber's "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" remains a poignant exploration of the human
condition, striking a chord with anyone who has ever felt confined by routine or unfulfilled in their
aspirations. Through the lens of Walter Mitty, readers are invited to reflect on the balance between
dreams and reality, and the ways in which imagination can serve both as a refuge and a source of
frustration. As we navigate our own lives, we may find ourselves identifying with Walter Mitty,
dreaming of the extraordinary while grappling with the ordinary. Ultimately, Thurber's timeless tale
encourages us to embrace our fantasies while seeking a deeper understanding of ourselves in the
process.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' by
James Thurber?
The main theme is the contrast between the mundane reality of life and the rich inner life of
imagination, highlighting the human desire for adventure and escapism.

How does Walter Mitty's character develop throughout the
story?
Walter Mitty evolves from a passive dreamer who escapes into fantasies to someone who, by the
end, takes small steps towards asserting his identity and embracing reality.

What role does humor play in 'The Secret Life of Walter



Mitty'?
Humor is used as a tool to convey the absurdity of Mitty's daydreams and the contrast between his
fantasies and his real-life experiences, making his character relatable and endearing.

What literary techniques does James Thurber employ in 'The
Secret Life of Walter Mitty'?
Thurber uses irony, satire, and vivid imagery to illustrate Mitty's daydreams and the monotony of his
daily life, creating a humorous yet poignant narrative.

How has 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' influenced popular
culture?
The story has inspired various adaptations, including films and art, and continues to resonate with
audiences, symbolizing the universal struggle between dreams and reality.

What is the significance of the title 'The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty'?
The title reflects Mitty's hidden world of fantasies that he escapes to, contrasting sharply with his
unremarkable everyday life, implying that everyone has a 'secret life' of dreams.

In what ways does 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' explore the
concept of masculinity?
The story critiques traditional notions of masculinity by depicting Mitty as a man who lacks
confidence and is often overshadowed by more assertive figures, yet finds strength in his
imagination.

What impact did 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' have on the
short story genre?
The story is considered a classic of American literature and has set a precedent for blending humor
and fantasy in short fiction, influencing later writers to explore similar themes.
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