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INTRODUCTION TO “THE SECRET LIFE oOF WALTER MITTY”

THe SECRET LIFE OF WALTER MITTY IS A SHORT STORY WRITTEN BY JAMES THURBER, FIRST PUBLISHED IN THE NEW Y ORKER 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
W ALTER 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

W/ ALTER 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!

1. A FEARLESS FIGHTER PILOT
2. A BRILLIANT SURGEON

3. A DASHING CRIMINAL ON THE RUN

4. A WAR HERO FACING IMMINENT DANGER

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:



EscapPism

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 W/ ALTER 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.

- PowEer DYNAMICS: THE POWER DYNAMICS IN THEIR RELATIONSHIP SUGGEST A BROADER COMMENTARY ON MALE VULNERABILITY
AND FEMALE AUTHORITY.

- SocCIAL 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

W ALTER 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 W/ ALTER 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

V ARIOUS 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 20 13, DIRECTED BY AND STARRING BEN STILLER.
\W/HILE 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

W ALTER 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. |T EXPLORES HOW ESCAPISM CAN SERVE AS A COPING MECHANISM FOR
INDIVIDUALS DISSATISFIED WITH THEIR LIVES.

W/HO IS THE PROTAGONIST IN THE STORY?

THE PROTAGONIST OF THE STORY IS W ALTER MITTY, A MILD-MANNERED MAN WHO FREQUENTLY DAYDREAMS ABOUT BEING A
HERO IN VARIOUS ADVENTUROUS SCENARIOS.

How po W/ ALTER MITTY'S DAYDREAMS REFLECT HIS CHARACTER?

W ALTER 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 W ALTER'S IMAGINATIVE LIFE AND HIS DULL REALITY.

How poEs WALTER MITTY'S RELATIONSHIP WITH HIS WIFE AFFECT HIS CHARACTER?

W ALTER 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 W ALTER'S FANTASIES AND HIS REAL LIFE, PROVIDING BOTH ENTERTAINMENT AND INSIGHT INTO HUMAN
NATURE.

\W/HAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TITLE 'THE SECRET LiFE oF WALTER MITTY'?

THE TITLE EMPHASIZES THE HIDDEN ASPECTS OF W ALTER 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 W ALTER 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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