walter white character analysis

Walter White is one of the most compelling and complex characters in modern television, primarily
known for his role in the critically acclaimed series "Breaking Bad." Created by Vince Gilligan,
Walter White's transformation from a mild-mannered high school chemistry teacher to a ruthless
drug lord encapsulates themes of morality, identity, and the consequences of one's choices. This
article delves into the intricacies of Walter White’s character, examining his motivations,
transformation, relationships, and the thematic implications of his journey.

Background and Initial Characteristics

Walter White, portrayed by Bryan Cranston, is introduced as a 50-year-old high school chemistry
teacher living in Albuquerque, New Mexico. At the onset of the series, he is depicted as:

- Submissive: Walter is often overshadowed by his overbearing wife, Skyler, and his dismissive
brother-in-law, Hank.

- Underappreciated: He feels unfulfilled in his career, especially compared to his former college
colleague, Elliott Schwartz, who runs a successful biomedical company.

- Financially Strained: Walter’s financial struggles are exacerbated by his recent lung cancer
diagnosis, which adds urgency to his need to secure his family’s future.

These characteristics set the stage for his drastic transformation as he embarks on a journey into the
world of methamphetamine production.

The Catalyst for Change

Walter White's initial descent into the criminal underworld is driven by several factors:

Health Crisis

Walter’s terminal cancer diagnosis serves as the catalyst for his transformation. Faced with the
prospect of leaving his family in financial ruin, he feels immense pressure to provide for them. This
health crisis prompts him to reconsider his life choices and take drastic actions.

Desire for Control and Power

As a character, Walter is driven by a desire for control and respect. Throughout his life, he has felt
powerless, both personally and professionally. His venture into the drug trade empowers him,
allowing him to reclaim a sense of agency that he had long been deprived of.



Family Motivation

Walter's actions are often framed as being for the benefit of his family. He initially wants to secure
their financial future, but as the series progresses, it becomes clear that his motivations are more
complex and self-serving than he initially admits.

Transformation into Heisenberg

As Walter delves deeper into the drug trade, he adopts the alias "Heisenberg," which symbolizes his
transformation into a morally ambiguous figure. This duality showcases the conflict within him:

- Moral Decline: Walter becomes increasingly willing to engage in unethical and illegal activities. His
initial reluctance fades as he commits acts of violence and manipulation.

- Intellectual Superiority: Walter's scientific knowledge gives him an upper hand in the drug trade,
but it also fosters a sense of arrogance. He believes he can outsmart every adversary, which leads
him to make increasingly reckless decisions.

- Pride and Ego: Walter's pride becomes one of his fatal flaws. He is driven by a need to prove
himself, not just to his family but also to those who have wronged him. This pride ultimately clouds
his judgment and leads to his downfall.

Relationships and Their Impact

Walter White's relationships significantly influence his character development and the narrative arc
of "Breaking Bad."

Skyler White

Walter's marriage to Skyler is complex and strained as the series progresses. Initially, Skyler is
unaware of Walter’s criminal activities, but upon discovering his secret, their relationship becomes
fraught with tension. Key points include:

- Trust Issues: Walter's lies and manipulations strain their marriage, leading to a breakdown of trust.
- Skyler’s Agency: Skyler evolves from a supportive spouse to an active participant in Walter’s
criminal life, showing her own moral complexities.

- Protective Instincts: Despite their conflicts, Walter's motivations often stem from a desire to
protect his family, even if his methods are questionable.

Jesse Pinkman

The relationship between Walter and Jesse Pinkman, his former student and business partner, is
pivotal to the series. Their dynamic can be characterized by:



- Mentorship and Manipulation: Walter initially takes on a mentor role, but as the series progresses,
he increasingly manipulates Jesse for his own gain.

- Father-Son Dynamic: Their relationship resembles that of a father and son, marked by moments of
genuine care juxtaposed with betrayal.

- Moral Compass: Jesse often serves as a moral counterpoint to Walter, highlighting Walter’s descent
into immorality.

Hank Schrader

Walter’s brother-in-law, Hank, serves as a foil to Walter's character. As a DEA agent, Hank is
determined to bring down the drug trade, unknowingly targeting Walter himself. Their relationship
is characterized by:

- Conflict of Interest: Walter’s dual life creates dramatic tension, culminating in moments of intense
conflict and eventual tragedy.

- Pride and Competition: Hank’s success as a law enforcement officer contrasts sharply with Walter’s
failures as a teacher, fueling Walter’s insecurities and pride.

Thematic Implications

Walter White’s character embodies several overarching themes within "Breaking Bad."

Morality and Consequences

Walter’s journey raises questions about morality and the consequences of one’s choices. His initial
intentions may be noble, but as he descends into crime, his actions lead to catastrophic
consequences for himself and those around him. The series challenges viewers to consider:

- The Slippery Slope: How small decisions can lead to moral decay.
- Justification of Actions: The lengths one will go to in order to justify unethical behavior.

Identity and Transformation

Walter’s transformation from Walter White to Heisenberg serves as a commentary on identity. The
series explores:

- Duality of Human Nature: Walter embodies the duality that exists within all individuals—the
capacity for both good and evil.

- Impact of Environment: Walter's environment and choices significantly shape his identity,
suggesting that circumstances can influence one's moral compass.



Legacy and Redemption

As the series concludes, Walter’s legacy becomes a central theme. His actions prompt viewers to
consider:

- What Defines Legacy: Is it the wealth and power one accumulates, or is it the impact one has on
others?

- Possibility of Redemption: The series leaves viewers questioning whether true redemption is
attainable for Walter, given the destruction he has caused.

Conclusion

Walter White's character is a masterclass in storytelling, serving as a powerful exploration of
morality, identity, and the consequences of one's decisions. His transformation from a sympathetic
figure to a complex antagonist reflects the intricacies of human nature and the moral dilemmas that
individuals face. As viewers follow Walter’s journey, they are compelled to grapple with their own
perceptions of right and wrong, making him an enduring symbol of the complexities of the human
experience. In the end, Walter White is not just a character; he is a mirror reflecting the darkest and
most profound aspects of our humanity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What motivates Walter White's transformation into
Heisenberg?

Walter White's transformation is primarily motivated by a combination of his initial cancer diagnosis,
the desire to provide for his family after his death, and his latent ambition and desire for power and
respect.

How does Walter White's character reflect the theme of
morality in 'Breaking Bad'?

Walter's character embodies the moral ambiguity of the series, showcasing how a seemingly
ordinary man can descend into criminality, raising questions about right and wrong and the
consequences of one's choices.

In what ways does Walter White's relationship with Gus Fring
evolve throughout the series?

Walter's relationship with Gus Fring starts as a business partnership but evolves into a deadly
rivalry as Walter's ego and desire for control clash with Gus's methodical and calculated approach to
the drug trade.



What role does pride play in Walter White's decisions?

Pride is a driving force behind many of Walter's decisions, leading him to make reckless choices that
ultimately escalate conflicts and contribute to his downfall, as he often prioritizes his ego over his
family's safety.

How does Walter White's character development compare to
Jesse Pinkman's?

While Walter's character becomes increasingly ruthless and power-hungry, Jesse's development
focuses on his moral struggles and attempts at redemption, highlighting the contrasting paths of the
two characters.

What are the consequences of Walter White's actions on his
family?

Walter's actions lead to significant emotional and psychological turmoil for his family, resulting in
strained relationships, loss of innocence for his children, and ultimately, tragedy that stems from his
choices.

How does Walter White's past influence his present behavior?

Walter's past as a brilliant chemist who felt undervalued and overlooked contributes to his desire to
assert his identity and reclaim his lost sense of purpose, driving many of his decisions in the present.

What makes Walter White a tragic hero in '‘Breaking Bad'?

Walter White is considered a tragic hero due to his initial noble intentions that gradually lead to his
moral decay, showcasing the classic traits of hubris, a downfall brought about by his own actions,
and the loss of everything he once held dear.
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