GENERAL

james thurber secret life of walter mitty

Published: September 3, 2026 | Index ID: #-

Introduction

When you think of classic American humor, the name James Thurber often springs to mind. A master of wit, his
short stories have delighted readers for generations. Among his most celebrated works is the 1939 tale that bears
his own name: “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” The story follows an ordinary man who slips into vivid
daydreams, assuming the roles of heroic pilots, brilliant surgeons, and daring explorers. Though it is a brief
narrative, its impact on American literature and popular culture has been profound. In this article, we will explore
the origins of the story, its narrative structure, the themes it tackles, and why it remains relevant today. We'll also
examine how it has been adapted for the screen and the broader cultural legacy of James Thurber’s creation.

Background: James Thurber and the 1930s

The Man Behind the Pen

James Thurber (1894-1961) was a multifaceted artist: writer, cartoonist, and humorist. He began his career as a
staff cartoonist for Life magazine and later became a columnist for the New York Herald Tribune. His essays and
cartoons were celebrated for their dry wit and keen observations of everyday life. By the late 1920s, Thurber had
already earned a reputation as one of the most original voices in American humor.

Socio-Political Climate

The 1930s were a period of economic hardship and social change. The Great Depression had reshaped the
American psyche, and many writers sought to provide relief through satire and escapism. Thurber’s stories, with
their gentle mockery of the ordinary, offered readers a respite from the grim realities of the era. “The Secret Life of
Walter Mitty” arrived in 1939, just before the outbreak of World War 1, and captured the yearning for adventure that
was common among people facing uncertain futures.

Plot Overview

Walter Mitty is a mild mannered, slightly clumsy man who lives in a small apartment in New York City. He is married
to a practical, no nonsense wife who is constantly frustrated by his absent mindedness. The story opens with Mitty’s
wife telling him that she has been waiting for him to finish a letter for months, only to discover that he has been
distracted by a series of daydreams.

In his fantasies, Mitty transforms from an ordinary house husband into a variety of larger than life personas: a daring
aviator, a brilliant surgeon, a fearless naval officer, and a daring explorer. Each fantasy is triggered by mundane
events—a newspaper headline, a conversation with a neighbor, or a routine task at home. The story culminates
when Mitty's wife, in a moment of frustration, tells him to stop daydreaming and get the letter done. In the final
scene, Mitty’s fantasy abruptly ends, and he is left staring at the empty page, realizing that his secret life is a fragile
escape rather than a tangible reality.

Key Themes and Motifs

Escapism vs. Reality



One of the most compelling aspects of the story is its exploration of escapism. Mitty’s daydreams are a refuge from
a life that feels mundane and unfulfilling. The contrast between his ordinary existence and his heroic fantasies
highlights the tension between the human desire for adventure and the constraints of everyday life.

Identity and Self Perception

Through the lens of Mitty's fantasies, Thurber examines how identity is constructed. The protagonist's
self perception is far more glamorous in his imagination than in reality. The story invites readers to consider the
ways we use fantasy to cope with self doubt or inadequacies.

Gender Roles and Expectations

The dynamic between Walter and his wife reflects the gender expectations of the 1930s. While Mitty is portrayed as
a gentle, somewhat ineffectual husband, his wife is practical and demanding. The story subtly critiques the roles
assigned to men and women in that era, and how those roles can stifle individual aspirations.

The Power of the Imagination

Thurber celebrates the imagination as a powerful tool. Even though Mitty’s fantasies are not grounded in reality,
they give him a sense of purpose and excitement. The narrative suggests that the mind’s ability to create
alternative worlds is a vital part of human experience.

Characters: A Closer Look

Walter Mitty

Mitty is the quintessential everyman. He is ordinary, unremarkable, and often oblivious to the world around him. Yet,
in his mind, he is a hero. This duality is central to the story’s humor and poignancy. His character invites readers to
empathize with the longing for a life that feels more meaningful.

Mrs. Mitty

Mrs. Mitty is portrayed as practical, efficient, and somewhat impatient. She is the voice of reason and represents
the societal pressure to conform to a routine. Her frustration with her husband’s daydreaming reflects the broader
tension between personal desires and societal expectations.

Supporting Characters

¢ Neighbors and acquaintances who trigger Mitty’s fantasies.
« The newspaper, which serves as a catalyst for his daydreams.
e The unnamed letter, which becomes a symbol of the mundane tasks that anchor Mitty’s real life.

Writing Style and Humor

Thurber’s prose is concise yet richly descriptive. He uses irony, understatement, and a subtle form of satire to bring
out the humor in Mitty’s daydreams. The humor is not merely for laughs; it also serves to underline the absurdity of
the protagonist’s reality and the escapist fantasies that define him.

Use of Language

Thurber’s language is clear and direct, avoiding flowery adjectives. This simplicity mirrors the straightforward nature
of the story’s setting while allowing the imagination to shine. He also employs a narrative voice that is almost
conversational, making the reader feel as though they are part of Mitty’s inner world.

Visual Humor



Although the story is written, its influence extends to visual media. The juxtaposition of mundane scenes with vivid
fantasy sequences creates a comedic effect that has been translated into film and television adaptations. The
story’s brevity and strong imagery make it an ideal candidate for adaptation.

Cultural Impact and Adaptations

Film Adaptations

There have been several adaptations of the story, the most famous being the 1947 film starring Danny Kaye as
Walter Mitty. In this version, the story is expanded into a feature-length film, adding new scenes and characters
while staying true to the original themes. The film’s success helped cement the story’s place in popular culture.

Television and Radio

In the 1950s and 1960s, various television shows adapted the story for the small screen. Radio dramas also
brought Mitty’s fantasies to life, using sound effects and music to heighten the dramatic effect of his daydreams.

Modern Adaptations

In 2013, a film titled “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” directed by and starring Ben Stiller revived the story for a new
generation. The film takes a more optimistic spin, focusing on Mitty’s personal growth and the journey from fantasy
to real adventure. While the film deviates from Thurber’s original tone, it demonstrates the enduring appeal of the
story’s core premise.

Literary Influence

Thurber's work has influenced a wide range of writers, from contemporary humorists to serious literary figures. The
concept of a protagonist living a double life—one mundane, one fantastical—has become a staple in modern
storytelling. Many authors credit Thurber as a source of inspiration for their own explorations of identity and
imagination.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” was praised for its humor and insight into the human condition.
Critics lauded Thurber’s ability to weave a narrative that was both entertaining and thought provoking. Over time, the
story has become a staple in American literature courses, often used to illustrate the power of the imagination and
the social pressures of the 1930s.

Academic Analysis

« Literary scholars have examined the story’s structure, noting the seamless transition between reality and
fantasy.

* Psychologists have used the narrative to discuss the role of daydreaming in coping mechanisms.

¢ Gender studies scholars analyze the portrayal of the male protagonist’s fragility and the expectations placed
on women.

Enduring Relevance

In today’s fast paced, digital world, the themes of escapism and identity remain highly relevant. The story’s portrayal
of a man who seeks refuge in daydreams resonates with anyone who feels overwhelmed by routine or societal

expectations. Moreover, the story’s humor provides a timeless reminder that laughter can be a powerful coping

mechanism.

Why the Story Still Matters



In an era where social media often encourages the presentation of idealized lives, “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty”
offers a counterpoint: the idea that we all carry hidden fantasies that help us navigate reality. The story reminds us
that it is okay to dream, to imagine, and to step into a world that feels more vibrant than our day to day existence.

Conclusion

James Thurber's “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” is more than just a humorous short story; it is a timeless
exploration of the human psyche, identity, and the desire for adventure. Its clever use of language, sharp satire, and
relatable themes have ensured its place in the canon of American literature. Whether through its original
publication, film adaptations, or academic discussions, the story continues to inspire readers and creatives alike. In
a world that often feels monotonous, the tale of a man who escapes into a life of daring and imagination remains a
beacon of hope, reminding us that within each of us lies the potential to become a hero—if only in our own minds.
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