the secret life of walter mitty james thurber

the secret life of walter mitty james thurber is a celebrated short story that has captivated
readers since its publication. Written by James Thurber, this literary work explores the imaginative
escapades of an ordinary man who escapes his mundane reality through vivid daydreams. The story
is renowned for its blend of humor, fantasy, and subtle commentary on everyday life and human
nature. This article delves into the background of the story, its plot, themes, and its lasting impact on
literature and popular culture. Additionally, it examines Thurber’s unique writing style and the
adaptations inspired by this iconic narrative. The following sections will provide a comprehensive
analysis of the secret life of walter mitty james thurber to enhance understanding and
appreciation of this classic piece.
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Background and Publication

The secret life of walter mitty james thurber was first published in The New Yorker magazine on
March 18, 1939. James Thurber, an American cartoonist, author, and humorist, created this short
story during a prolific period of his career. Thurber’s work often reflected his keen observations of
human behavior, blending satire with a whimsical tone. The story quickly gained popularity for its
imaginative narrative and relatable protagonist.

Thurber wrote during a time when America was undergoing significant social and economic changes,
which influenced his portrayal of ordinary life and escapism. The story’s publication marked a
milestone in 20th-century American literature, showcasing Thurber’s ability to capture the
complexities of the human psyche through humor and fantasy.

Plot Summary

The secret life of walter mitty james thurber follows the character Walter Mitty, a mild-
mannered man who frequently retreats into elaborate daydreams to escape his dull and often
frustrating everyday life. These fantasies cast him as a hero, adventurer, or expert in various thrilling
scenarios, contrasting starkly with his real-world persona.



Key Events in the Story

e Walter Mitty’s mundane errands around town with his wife

 His vivid daydreams involving daring exploits, such as piloting a hydroplane and facing a firing
squad

e The contrast between Mitty’s internal adventures and external reality

e The story’s closing scene, emphasizing the gap between fantasy and life

The narrative structure alternates between Mitty’s real experiences and his rich fantasy life,
highlighting the dichotomy between his desires and his circumstances. This shift creates a dynamic
storytelling rhythm that engages readers and deepens the character’s complexity.

Themes and Literary Analysis

Several prominent themes emerge in the secret life of walter mitty james thurber, making it a
subject of extensive literary analysis. These themes provide insight into human nature, social
dynamics, and the role of imagination.

Escapism and Imagination

The story primarily explores escapism, illustrating how Walter Mitty uses his imagination to cope with
the monotony and limitations of his life. His daydreams represent a psychological refuge where he
can express courage, competence, and significance.

Identity and Reality

Thurber contrasts Mitty’s internal and external worlds to question the nature of identity and the
disparity between one’s self-perception and societal roles. This theme underscores the tension
between personal aspirations and everyday existence.

Social Commentary

The story subtly critiques gender roles and societal expectations, particularly through Mitty’s
interactions with his domineering wife and his passive demeanor. The narrative reflects on the
constraints placed on individuals in mid-20th-century American society.

List of Major Themes

e Escapism through fantasy
e Conflict between imagination and reality

e Masculinity and social roles



¢ Loneliness and desire for significance

Character Study of Walter Mitty

Walter Mitty, the protagonist of the secret life of walter mitty james thurber, is a complex
character whose inner world contrasts with his external persona. Understanding his character
provides a deeper appreciation of the story’s psychological depth.

Personality Traits

Mitty is portrayed as meek, submissive, and somewhat ineffectual in his daily life. His meekness is
often emphasized through his interactions with his wife and others, highlighting his lack of
assertiveness. However, his vivid daydreams reveal a contrasting persona—brave, confident, and
heroic.

Psychological Profile

Walter Mitty’s frequent daydreams suggest a coping mechanism for dissatisfaction and a
subconscious desire for control and respect. His fantasies serve as a psychological escape from
feelings of inadequacy and social invisibility.

Character Development

Throughout the story, Mitty remains largely static in terms of behavior, underscoring the enduring
nature of his internal conflict. This lack of change emphasizes the story’s focus on the tension
between fantasy and reality rather than traditional character growth.

James Thurber’s Writing Style

James Thurber’s distinctive writing style is a key element in the success of the secret life of walter
mitty james thurber. His use of language, humor, and narrative structure contribute to the story’s
enduring appeal.

Use of Humor and Satire

Thurber employs subtle humor and satire to critique social norms and human foibles. His comedic
tone softens the story’s underlying commentary, making it accessible and engaging.

Narrative Technique

The story’s alternating scenes between reality and fantasy create a rhythm that enhances the
reader’s immersion. Thurber’s concise prose and vivid imagery bring Mitty’'s daydreams to life while
maintaining clarity in the real-world scenes.



Language and Imagery

Thurber’s precise diction and imaginative descriptions evoke strong visual and emotional responses.
The contrast in language between the mundane and the fantastic highlights the story’s thematic
concerns.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact

The secret life of walter mitty james thurber has inspired numerous adaptations and has left a
significant mark on popular culture. These adaptations reflect the story’s universal themes and its
appeal across generations.

Film Adaptations

The story has been adapted into films multiple times, most notably in 1947 and a modern
reinterpretation in 2013. These adaptations expand on Thurber’s original narrative, incorporating
contemporary elements while preserving the core themes of escapism and identity.

Influence on Literature and Media

Walter Mitty has become a cultural archetype symbolizing the dreamer who escapes reality through
imagination. The term “Walter Mitty” is often used in popular discourse to describe individuals who
indulge in fantasy to avoid unpleasant realities.

Legacy

Thurber’s story continues to be studied in academic settings and remains relevant for its insightful
exploration of the human condition. Its enduring popularity attests to its effectiveness in capturing the
complexities of everyday life and the power of imagination.

Summary of Adaptations and Impact

e Multiple film adaptations (1947, 2013)
e Cultural archetype of the “Walter Mitty” dreamer
* Influence on literature, psychology, and popular language

e Continued academic and literary significance

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 mundane reality and
adventurous fantasies, highlighting the desire to escape the ordinariness of life.

Who is Walter Mitty in James Thurber's story?

Walter Mitty is the protagonist of the story, an ordinary man who frequently escapes into vivid
daydreams where he imagines himself as a heroic and adventurous figure.

How does James Thurber use humor in 'The Secret Life of
Walter Mitty'?

Thurber uses humor through Walter Mitty's absurd and exaggerated daydreams juxtaposed with his
unremarkable real life, creating a comedic contrast that reflects on human nature and escapism.

What are some examples of Walter Mitty's daydreams in the
story?

Walter Mitty imagines himself as a daring pilot, a skilled surgeon, and a cool defendant in a
courtroom, among other heroic personas that contrast with his meek real-life character.

Why is 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' considered a classic
short story?

It is considered a classic because of its relatable exploration of imagination and escapism, its
innovative narrative style, and its enduring appeal across generations.

How has 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' influenced popular
culture?

The story has inspired various adaptations, including films and plays, and has become a cultural
reference point for daydreaming and the contrast between fantasy and reality.

Additional Resources

1. The Secret Life of Walter Mitty by James Thurber

This is the original short story that introduced readers to Walter Mitty, a mild-mannered man who
escapes his mundane life through vivid daydreams of adventure and heroism. Known for its witty and
poignant exploration of fantasy versus reality, the story has become a classic in American literature.
Thurber’s sharp humor and insightful character study make it a timeless read.

2. Where’d You Go, Bernadette by Maria Semple
This novel shares thematic elements with Walter Mitty’s story, focusing on a protagonist who escapes
the pressures of everyday life through eccentric behavior and imagination. The story follows



Bernadette Fox, an unconventional mother whose disappearance sets off a comedic and heartfelt
search. It explores identity, creativity, and the clash between reality and personal dreams.

3. Life of Pi by Yann Martel

Like Walter Mitty’s imaginative escapes, this novel centers on a young boy’s survival story that blurs
the line between reality and fantasy. Pi Patel’s journey on a lifeboat with a Bengal tiger is a profound
meditation on storytelling, belief, and the power of the imagination to transform hardship. The novel
challenges readers to consider multiple perspectives on truth.

4. Big Fish: A Novel of Mythic Proportions by Daniel Wallace

This book tells the story of a man who recounts his larger-than-life adventures, blending reality and
fantasy much like Walter Mitty’s daydreams. It explores the relationship between a father and son
through tall tales that reveal deeper truths. The narrative celebrates imagination as a way to make
sense of life and legacy.

5. Stuart Little by E.B. White

Though a children’s book, Stuart Little shares themes with Walter Mitty’s story in its depiction of a
small, unlikely hero navigating a vast world with courage and imagination. Stuart’s adventures
highlight the power of determination and the joy of exploring new experiences, mirroring the escapist
spirit found in Thurber’s work.

6. The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Mark Haddon

This novel features a protagonist who views the world in a unique and detailed way, somewhat akin to
Walter Mitty’s internal escapism. Christopher Boone’s investigative journey is both a literal and
figurative exploration of understanding oneself and the environment. The book poignantly addresses
themes of perception, reality, and personal growth.

7. Imaginary Friends by Alison Lurie

Exploring the boundary between imagination and reality, this novel delves into the lives of characters
who create alternate personas and fantasies. It examines how imaginary worlds can provide solace
and meaning, resonating with the escapist tendencies seen in Walter Mitty’s character. Lurie’s work is
a thoughtful look at creativity and psychological complexity.

8. The Secret History by Donna Tartt

This novel, while more dark and suspenseful, shares with Walter Mitty’s story an exploration of hidden
identities and the contrast between outward appearances and inner lives. It follows a group of college
students whose secretive behavior leads to tragic consequences, delving into themes of escapism,
morality, and the human psyche.

9. Oh, the Places You'll Go! by Dr. Seuss

This classic children’s book celebrates the adventures and challenges of life with whimsical
illustrations and motivational prose. Like Walter Mitty’s fantasies, it encourages readers to dream big
and embrace the journey, despite uncertainties and obstacles. Its optimistic tone makes it an
inspiring read about imagination and personal growth.
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