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The Secret Life of Walter Mitty is a short story written by James Thurber that has captivated readers since
its publication in 1939. This narrative explores the life of a daydreamer who frequently escapes into a vibrant
world of fantasy, contrasting sharply with his mundane reality. Walter Mitty, the protagonist, represents
the universal struggle of individuals who grapple with their unfulfilled desires and the constraints of
everyday life. Through a series of imaginative escapades, Thurber not only highlights the importance of
imagination but also critiques societal norms that stifle creativity and individuality.



Background of the Story

Author's Context

James Thurber, an American cartoonist, author, and humorist, was known for his wit and keen observations
about human nature and society. Born in 1894 in Columbus, Ohio, Thurber experienced a mix of triumphs and
challenges throughout his life. His work often reflected his own struggles with vision impairment and social
awkwardness, elements that can be seen in the character of Walter Mitty. The story was first published in The
New Yorker and later became part of Thurber's collection titled "My World and Welcome to It."

Plot Overview

The narrative follows Walter Mitty, a mild-mannered man who escapes the banality of his life by indulging in
elaborate daydreams. The story unfolds in a series of vignettes, each depicting Mitty in different heroic roles,
such as a daring pilot, a brilliant surgeon, and a fearless soldier. These fantasies serve as a stark contrast
to his actual life, where he often finds himself bullied by his overbearing wife and ignored by those around him.

Character Analysis

Walter Mitty

Walter Mitty is characterized by his vivid imagination, which serves as both an escape and a coping mechanism.
He is:

1. Dreamer: Mitty’s fantasies allow him to experience a sense of purpose and excitement that is absent in his real
life.
2. Victim of Society: His character reflects the societal pressures that dictate what it means to be
successful or masculine, leading him to feel inadequate.
3. Submissive: In contrast to his heroic daydreams, Mitty is submissive to his wife, who represents the societal
expectations that confine him.

Supporting Characters

- Mrs. Mitty: She embodies the societal constraints placed upon Walter. Her controlling nature serves to
further highlight Walter's inability to assert himself in the real world.
- The Other Characters: The various characters Walter encounters in his daydreams, such as the brave pilot
or the renowned surgeon, symbolize the aspirations he yearns to achieve but feels he cannot.

Themes

Imagination vs. Reality

One of the central themes of "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" is the tension between imagination and reality.



Mitty's daydreams provide him with a sense of agency and fulfillment that his real life lacks. This theme prompts
readers to reflect on the importance of imagination as a means of coping with the challenges of life.

- Escapism: The story delves into the concept of escapism, where individuals retreat into their minds to find
solace from the harshness of reality.
- Contrast: The stark contrast between Mitty's daydreams and his mundane existence emphasizes the depth of his
dissatisfaction with life.

Identity and Self-Perception

Walter Mitty’s character raises questions about identity and self-perception. His daydreams represent an
idealized version of himself, one that is confident, skilled, and heroic. However, his real-life persona is marked by
insecurity and inadequacy.

- Duality of Self: Mitty embodies the duality of self, where the individual feels disconnected from their true
desires and capabilities.
- Societal Expectations: The story critiques the societal norms that dictate how individuals should behave,
leading to a fragmented sense of self.

Literary Devices

Humor and Irony

Thurber employs humor and irony throughout the story to convey deeper meanings. His use of comedic elements
allows readers to engage with Walter's character while highlighting the absurdity of his situation.

- Situational Irony: The contrast between Mitty’s heroic fantasies and his pitiful reality creates a humorous
yet poignant effect.
- Witty Dialogue: The dialogue often contains a sarcastic undertone that reflects Thurber's sharp wit and
critique of societal norms.

Symbolism

Several symbols throughout the story contribute to its themes:

- The Car: Walter's car represents his mundane existence and lack of control. His inability to drive it properly
symbolizes his struggles in life.
- The Dream Sequences: Each daydream symbolizes Walter's desires for adventure, power, and respect, serving
as a window into his psyche.

Impact and Legacy

Critical Reception

"The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" has been praised for its innovative narrative style and its exploration of
complex themes. Critics have lauded Thurber's ability to capture the essence of the human experience through



humor and imagination. The story has resonated with readers for decades, making it a staple of American
literature.

Adaptations

The story's influence extends beyond literature, with various adaptations in film and theater. The most
notable adaptation is the 2013 film directed by Ben Stiller, which expands on Thurber's original narrative.
While the film introduces new elements and a different plot trajectory, it retains the core theme of self-
discovery through imagination and adventure.

Conclusion

In summary, The Secret Life of Walter Mitty by James Thurber is a rich exploration of the themes of imagination,
identity, and societal constraints. Walter Mitty’s character serves as a mirror for many who feel trapped in
their lives, yearning for a sense of adventure and fulfillment. Through humor, irony, and vivid symbolism,
Thurber crafts a narrative that encourages readers to reflect on their own lives and the dreams that lie just
beneath the surface. As we navigate our daily routines, Mitty’s story reminds us of the importance of
imagination and the courage to pursue our true selves, even in a world that often demands conformity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' by James
Thurber?
The main theme of 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' is the contrast between the mundane realities of everyday
life and the exhilarating adventures of imagination. The story explores the idea of escapism and how individuals
often create elaborate fantasies to cope with their unremarkable existence.

How does Walter Mitty's character reflect the struggles of the average
man?
Walter Mitty's character reflects the struggles of the average man by showcasing his feelings of inadequacy
and the pressures of conforming to societal expectations. His daydreams serve as a means of escape from his
unfulfilling life, highlighting the desire for adventure and significance that many people can relate to.

What literary techniques does James Thurber use to portray Walter
Mitty's fantasies?
James Thurber uses techniques such as stream-of-consciousness narration, vivid imagery, and contrast between
Mitty's daydreams and reality to effectively portray his fantasies. These techniques help the reader understand
the depth of Mitty's imagination and the stark differences between his dreams and his actual life.

In what ways has 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' been adapted in popular
culture?
'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' has been adapted into various forms, including a well-known 1947 film and a
2013 film starring Ben Stiller. Both adaptations take creative liberties with the original story, expanding on
Mitty's character and providing visual representations of his daydreams, while maintaining the central theme of
escapism.



What impact has 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' had on modern
perceptions of masculinity?
'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' has contributed to modern perceptions of masculinity by illustrating the
internal conflicts men face between societal expectations and personal aspirations. Mitty's journey highlights
the struggle to reconcile vulnerability with the desire for heroism, prompting discussions about the evolving
definitions of masculinity in contemporary society.
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