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Introduction to "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty"

The Secret Life of Walter Mitty is a short story written by James Thurber, first published in The
New Yorker in 1939. It has since become a classic example of American literature, celebrated for its
exploration of the human psyche and the conflict between mundane reality and the vivid
imagination. The story follows the character of Walter Mitty, an ordinary man whose daydreams
transport him into fantastic adventures, serving as a poignant commentary on escapism and the
nature of identity.

Plot Summary

Walter Mitty is depicted as an everyman who is often overshadowed by his overbearing wife and the
challenges of daily life. The story unfolds through a series of vignettes, where Mitty's dull existence
is interrupted by his rich fantasy life. Each daydream presents him as a hero in various scenarios,
such as:

A fearless fighter pilot1.

A brilliant surgeon2.

A dashing criminal on the run3.

A war hero facing imminent danger4.

These daydreams serve as a stark contrast to his real life, where he struggles with trivial tasks like
driving a car or shopping for items. The narrative oscillates between these daydreams and his
mundane reality, highlighting the frustrations of his life and the limitations imposed on him by
societal expectations.

The Structure of the Story

One of the most compelling aspects of "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" is its structure. The story is
composed of a series of short episodes, each marked by a transition into Mitty's daydreams. This
structure allows Thurber to create a rhythm that emphasizes the stark differences between Mitty’s
fantasies and his reality.



- Transitions: The transitions are often abrupt, with Mitty slipping in and out of his daydreams
seamlessly, which mirrors the way people often escape into their imaginations during mundane
activities.
- Characterization: Through these transitions, Thurber effectively develops Mitty's character. We see
not only his aspirations but also the limitations that confine him, painting a picture of a man who is
both relatable and tragic.

Thematic Elements

The themes explored in "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" are rich and multifaceted. Some of the
most prominent themes include:

Escapism

At its core, the story is a commentary on escapism. Mitty's daydreams provide him with an escape
from his unfulfilling life. This theme resonates with many readers who can relate to the desire to
escape reality, especially in moments of stress or dissatisfaction. Through Mitty’s fantasies, Thurber
illustrates how imagination can serve as a refuge for those feeling trapped by their circumstances.

Identity and Self-Perception

Mitty's daydreams reveal his struggle with identity. In his fantasies, he embodies traits that he lacks
in his real life: bravery, competence, and heroism. This disconnect between his self-perception and
actual identity raises questions about how individuals view themselves versus how they are
perceived by society.

- Conflict: The conflict between Mitty’s daydreaming and his actual life highlights the tension many
people experience between aspirations and reality.
- Self-Reflection: The story invites readers to reflect on their own identities and the ways in which
they may also escape into their imaginations.

Gender Roles

Thurber subtly critiques gender roles through the dynamic between Walter and his wife. She is
portrayed as domineering, often belittling his fantasies and treating him as incompetent. This
relationship reflects societal expectations of masculinity and femininity during the time the story
was written.

- Power Dynamics: The power dynamics in their relationship suggest a broader commentary on male
vulnerability and female authority.
- Social Expectations: The story challenges the social expectations of men to be strong and decisive,
as Mitty navigates a world where he feels powerless.



Character Analysis

Walter Mitty is an intricately crafted character whose depth resonates with readers.

Walter Mitty

- Daydreamer: He is characterized primarily by his daydreams, which serve as a coping mechanism
for the lack of excitement in his life.
- Ordinary man: Despite his extraordinary fantasies, Mitty is relatable and embodies the struggles of
countless individuals facing the banality of everyday life.
- Tragic figure: His inability to reconcile his dreams with reality renders him a tragic figure, evoking
empathy from the reader.

Mrs. Mitty

- Dominant partner: She represents the societal pressures and expectations that Walter faces.
- Contrast to Mitty: Her pragmatic and often critical demeanor underscores Mitty's escapism,
highlighting the differences between their worldviews.

Literary Style and Techniques

Thurber employs various literary techniques to enhance the storytelling in "The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty."

Imagery

Thurber’s use of vivid imagery allows readers to visualize Mitty's daydreams, making them feel
almost tangible. The contrast between these vivid scenes and the starkness of Mitty's real life
amplifies the impact of his escapism.

Humor

Despite its serious themes, the story is laced with humor, particularly in the absurdity of Mitty's
fantasies compared to his mundane tasks. This juxtaposition not only entertains but also underscores
the futility of his attempts to escape reality.

Symbolism



Various symbols throughout the story contribute to its themes:
- The car: Represents the control Mitty lacks in his life.
- His daydreams: Act as symbols of hope and possibility, contrasting the limitations imposed by his
reality.

Cultural Impact and Adaptations

"The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" has left a significant mark on American culture, inspiring various
adaptations across different media.

Film Adaptations

The story was adapted into a film in 1947, and more prominently, in 2013, directed by and starring
Ben Stiller. While the film diverges from the original narrative, it retains the core themes of
escapism and self-discovery.

Legacy

The term "Walter Mitty" has even entered the vernacular, symbolizing a person who has fanciful
daydreams or lives in a fantasy world, further cementing the story's legacy in popular culture.

Conclusion

In summary, "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" by James Thurber is a profound exploration of the
human experience, encapsulating themes of escapism, identity, and societal expectations. Through
the character of Walter Mitty, Thurber invites readers to reflect on their own lives and the often-
ignored dreams that dwell within. The story's enduring relevance and cultural impact underscore its
importance in the canon of American literature, making it a timeless piece that continues to resonate
with readers today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty'?
The main theme of 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' is the contrast between the mundane reality of
everyday life and the exciting adventures of imagination. It explores how escapism can serve as a
coping mechanism for individuals dissatisfied with their lives.



Who is the protagonist in the story?
The protagonist of the story is Walter Mitty, a mild-mannered man who frequently daydreams about
being a hero in various adventurous scenarios.

How do Walter Mitty's daydreams reflect his character?
Walter Mitty's daydreams reflect his desires for courage, adventure, and recognition, showcasing his
inner conflicts and dissatisfaction with his real-life role as a submissive husband.

What literary techniques does James Thurber use in the story?
James Thurber employs techniques such as juxtaposition, irony, and vivid imagery to highlight the
contrast between Walter's imaginative life and his dull reality.

How does Walter Mitty's relationship with his wife affect his
character?
Walter Mitty's relationship with his wife, who often belittles him and dismisses his daydreams,
contributes to his feelings of inadequacy and fuels his desire to escape into his fantasies.

What role does humor play in 'The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty'?
Humor plays a significant role in the story, as Thurber uses comedic situations and absurdities to
enhance the contrast between Walter's fantasies and his real life, providing both entertainment and
insight into human nature.

What is the significance of the title 'The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty'?
The title emphasizes the hidden aspects of Walter Mitty's character—his rich inner life filled with
dreams and aspirations that starkly contrast with the unremarkable life he leads.

How does the story end, and what does it signify?
The story ends with Walter Mitty in another daydream, portraying him as a brave pilot facing
danger. This signifies that despite his mundane existence, he finds strength and identity in his
imagination, leaving readers to ponder the value of dreams.
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