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THE ENDURING APPEAL OF JAMES
THURBER'S "THE SECRET LIFE OF
WALTER MITTY"

In the vast landscape of American short
fiction, few characters have achieved the
cultural permanence of Walter Mitty, the
mild-mannered husband created by
James Thurber. Published in The New
Yorker in 1939, "The Secret Life of

Walter Mitty" is a masterpiece of comic
storytelling that transcends its era. The
story follows a man who escapes the
mundane realities of his life—a nagging
wife, a routine trip to town, the
indignities of small failures—through
elaborate and heroic daydreams. While
the tale is often remembered for its
humor and its central irony, its depth
and resonance continue to captivate
readers today. This article explores the
genius of James Thurber's "The Secret
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Life of Walter Mitty," examining its
creation, its themes, its legacy, and why
it remains essential reading for anyone
interested in the delicate dance between
reality and imagination.

The Genius of
James Thurber:
The Man Behind
the Myth

To fully appreciate the story, one must
first understand its creator. James
Thurber was a staff writer and cartoonist
for The New Yorker during the
magazine's golden age. He was known

for his witty, often melancholic
observations of modern life. Thurber
himself was a shy, visually impaired
man, and many critics have noted
autobiographical elements in his work.
He understood the feeling of being
overlooked by a world that values
confidence and action. This personal
insight is precisely what gives "The
Secret Life of Walter Mitty" its authentic
emotional core. Thurber did not mock his
protagonist; he understood him. The
story was published in a time when rigid
gender roles were the norm, and men
were expected to be decisive providers.
Mitty fails at this expectation publicly,
but triumphs privately in his mind. This
tension between the external and
internal self is the beating heart of the
narrative.
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Unpacking the
Plot: A Day In the
_ife of a
Daydreamer

The story unfolds over a single, ordinary
afternoon. Walter Mitty drives his wife to
town for her weekly hair appointment.
He is henpecked, forgetful, and slow. He
fumbles with his overshoes, drives too
fast in reverse when reminded, and is
mocked by a parking lot attendant. Yet,
between these humiliations, Mitty
retreats into vivid fantasies.

e The Commander: Mitty imagines

himself as a fearless naval pilot
commanding a "hydroplane"
through a hurricane. He speaks
with clipped authority, barking
orders to his crew.

The Surgeon: Hearing a newsboy
shout about a trial, Mitty becomes
a famous surgeon saving a
millionaire from a rare "obstreosis
of the ductal tract."

The Marksman: Passing a
newspaper headline about a trial,
he becomes a cool-headed
defendant, quelling a courtroom
with a single, witty retort.

e The Ace Pilot: While waiting for

his wife, he imagines himself as a
World War | flying ace, storming a
base and facing a firing squad with
courage.



Each fantasy is interrupted by a sharp,
mundane reality—a parking lot
attendant's whistle, his wife's nagging, a
magazine headline. The story's structure
is a rapid oscillation between the
glorious and the grim, the grandiose and
the pathetic. The climax is both comic
and poignant: Mitty, left waiting for his
wife, imagines himself facing a firing
squad. "Then, with that faint, fleeting
smile playing upon his lips, he faced the
firing squad; erect and motionless, proud
and disdainful, Walter Mitty the
Undefeated, inscrutable to the last." This
is the ultimate irony: he finds his
greatest triumph in his own imagined
death.

Central Themes:
Why Mitty's
Story Still
Matters

The themes of "The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty" are remarkably modern. First and
foremost is the theme of escape. In a
world filled with deadlines,
responsibilities, and digital noise,
everyone occasionally feels the pull of a
fantasy life. Mitty represents the
universal desire to be more than what
we are. Second is the theme of
masculinity and identity. Mitty is not
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just a dreamer; he is a man who feels
emasculated by his circumstances. His
fantasies are hyper-masculine—war
heroes, skilled surgeons, fearless pilots.
He craves respect and competence.
Third, the story explores the power of
imagination. Thurber suggests that
fantasy is not simply a waste of time. For
Mitty, it is a survival mechanism. It
protects his fragile ego from the
constant assault of reality. The story
asks us: What is the value of an inner
life? Is Mitty a tragic figure or a
surprisingly resilient one? Thurber leaves
the answer ambiguous, which is part of
the story's enduring power.

The Narrative
Style: Simplicity
and Precision

Thurber's prose is deceptively simple. He
uses short, declarative sentences in the
real-world sections, creating a sense of
flatness and routine. "The water was too
cold. The wool collar of his overcoat was
wet." In contrast, the fantasy sequences
are filled with dramatic, clichéd dialogue
and heightened emotion. "We're going
through! The Old Man'll get us through!"
This contrast is deliberate. Thurber is a
master of comic timing. He does not
overtly tell the reader that Mitty is
ridiculous; he shows it through the stark



juxtaposition of language. The narrative
voice remains detached, almost clinical,
allowing the reader to laugh and feel
sympathy simultaneously. This
technique is a hallmark of mid-century
New Yorker fiction and is executed
perfectly here.

Literary and
Cultural Impact:
From Page to
Screen

"The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" has had
a massive cultural footprint. The term
"Walter Mitty" has entered the English

language as a noun, defined in
dictionaries as "an ordinary,
unadventurous person who indulges in
fantastic daydreams of personal
triumphs." This is a rare honor for a
fictional character.

The story has been adapted twice into
film. The first adaptation, in 1947,
starred Danny Kaye and was a
successful musical comedy. It took
significant liberties, turning Mitty into a
more active and triumphant character.
The second adaptation, in 2013, starred
Ben Stiller, who also directed. This
version was a sprawling, globe-trotting
adventure that fundamentally changed
the premise. In Stiller's film, Mitty
actively pursues his dreams, and his
fantasies are replaced by real-world
action. While both films are entertaining,
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they miss the central irony of Thurber's
story: that Mitty's real heroism lies in his
ability to maintain his inner world in the
face of outer defeat. The original story
remains a quiet, perfect gem that the
films can only approximate.

Psychological
Depth: The
Dreamer as Hero

From a psychological perspective, Mitty
can be seen as a case study in coping
mechanisms. Modern readers might
recognize him as someone experiencing
a form of dissociation from an
unsatisfactory life. His fantasies are not

random; they are targeted
compensations for specific failures.
When he cannot remember to buy puppy
biscuits, he becomes a surgeon with a
brilliant memory for obscure medical
terms. When he is bullied by his wife, he
becomes a commander who intimidates
subordinates. This pattern is a classic
defense mechanism. Yet, Thurber does
not pathologize Mitty. Instead, he
dignifies him. Mitty's smile as he faces
the imaginary firing squad is not a smile
of defeat, but of ultimate inner freedom.
The story suggests that the self we
create is just as real as the self the world
sees.



Why "The Secret

become a prison if it prevents us from
engaging with life. Mitty never changes;
he never learns to assert himself. His

Llfe Of Wa |ter victories are entirely internal. The story

is @ mirror held up to our own escapist

. 1 1 dencies. Do we daydream to fuel our
M Itty Rema I rIaﬁbitions, or do we daydream to avoid

Essential

In 2024 and beyond, this story feels
more relevant than ever. We live in an
age of curated identities, social media
highlight reels, and constant
comparison. Everyone is performing a
version of themselves online. Mitty's
private fantasies are a precursor to our
public ones. However, Thurber's story
offers a quiet critique. It reminds us that
while imagination is vital, it can also

facing our fears?
Conclusion: The

Undefeated
Walter Mitty

James Thurber's "The Secret Life of
Walter Mitty" is far more than a
whimsical tale about a daydreamer. It is
a profound, humorous, and deeply
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human exploration of identity,
masculinity, and the power of the inner
world. In just a few thousand words,
Thurber created a character who
represents a piece of everyone. Walter
Mitty is a failure to the outside world, but
in the secret chambers of his mind, he is
a hero. He is the ultimate symbol of the
human struggle between who we are

and who we wish to be. Thurber's story
teaches us that our daydreams define us
just as much as our actions. And in that,
Walter Mitty remains, as Thurber wrote,
"inscrutable to the last" and forever
undefeated. His short journey through a
single afternoon continues to be a long,
significant ride for every reader who has
ever dared to dream.



