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About the book

Exploring "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty"  

In the whimsical narrative of James Thurber's "The Secret Life of Walter

Mitty," readers embark on a journey into the imaginative realms of an

otherwise ordinary man who embraces his dreams. This story revolves

around Walter Mitty, a timid husband who escapes the banality of his

everyday existence through vibrant daydreams. Within these daydreams,

Walter morphs into an intrepid hero, a skilled surgeon, and a brave

aviator—figures of heroism far removed from his typical self.  

Thurber's storytelling masterfully combines humor and heartfelt emotion,

highlighting a shared human desire for adventure and showcasing the

powerful influence of imagination on our lives. Readers may find

themselves both laughing at the comical twists of Mitty's adventures and

connecting with his longing for a more meaningful existence. Ultimately,

this classic tale serves as a poignant reminder that even the most mundane

lives can harbor extraordinary aspirations.
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About the author

Profile: James Thurber (1894-1961)

Occupation: Cartoonist, Author, Journalist, Playwright  

Hometown: Columbus, Ohio

Overview:  

James Thurber was a prominent figure in American humor, known for his

sharp wit and insightful commentary on human nature. Initially starting his

career in journalism, he gained national acclaim through his work with *The

New Yorker*, where his cartoons and short stories captivated audiences.

Key Contributions:  

- Artistry: Thurber's creations often illustrated the quirks and intricacies of

everyday life, masterfully blending humor with an underlying sense of

melancholy.

- Notable Work: He is best remembered for "The Secret Life of Walter

Mitty," a short story that exemplifies his unique narrative style.

Legacy:  

Thurber's influence on 20th-century American humor is profound, as his

distinctive voice and creative vision continue to resonate with readers and

inspire future generations of writers and artists.
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1. Introduction: Exploring the Ordinary Yet
Extraordinary Life of Walter Mitty

Walter Mitty is an archetypal character, embodying the everyday man who,

through the simple act of daydreaming, transcends the boundaries of his

mundane existence to explore a world filled with adventure, excitement, and

heroism. Created by James Thurber, Walter is not a superhero with

extraordinary powers; rather, he is an ordinary man whose vibrant

imagination allows him to escape reality, revealing both the depth and the

fragility of human aspiration. This introduction invites readers to delve into

the life of Walter Mitty, a character whose seemingly trivial existence is

juxtaposed against his rich fantasy life, prompting us to consider the

extraordinary dimensions of his ordinary circumstances.

At first glance, Walter Mitty may appear to be nothing more than a simple

man navigating daily life filled with banal tasks, such as running errands or

waiting for his wife. However, it is this very ordinariness that makes his

dreams so compelling. Thurber poignantly illustrates how the monotony of

Walter's life drives him to construct elaborate fantasies in which he is the

center of heroic feats — from a skilled pilot to a brave doctor tasked with

saving lives. This duality of existence raises significant questions about the

nature of dreams and aspirations, as well as the impact of the mundane on

the human spirit.
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Walter's daydreams serve not only as a refuge from the humdrum reality of

his life but also highlight a longing for something more profound. For

example, during moments of crisis — such as the monotone conversations

with his wife or the idle chatter of other characters — Walter retreats into his

fantasies, soaring to unimaginable heights that starkly contrast with his

pedestrian tasks. These escapades reflect common human desires — the

desire to be heroic, to be loved, and to be significant in a world that often

feels indifferent.

Moreover, the fascination with Walter Mitty lies in the recognition that

many individuals harbor similar aspirations and fantasies, seeking solace in

dreams when faced with the relentless pressures and routines of everyday

life. People often engage in daydreaming as a coping mechanism to

overcome feelings of inadequacy or isolation. For instance, in a modern

context, one might think of individuals who escape stressful jobs or

relationships through their dreams of achieving fame, wealth, or adventure.

Thurber's portrayal of Walter Mitty ultimately resonates with readers on a

deeply human level. The character invites us to reflect on our own lives —

how often do we retreat into the realm of fantasy when pressed by reality? In

navigating the ordinary yet extraordinary life of Walter Mitty, we are

encouraged to embrace our dreams and acknowledge that beneath the

surface of our everyday existence lies the potential for great stories and
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aspirations waiting to be explored. Walter's escapades, while humorous and

fantastical, underscore an essential truth: that the vibrant inner life of the

mind can often hold more adventure than the mundane reality of life itself.
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2. Chapter 1: The Man Behind the Daydreams:
Who is Walter Mitty?

Walter Mitty is the quintessential everyman, a character whose ordinary

existence and vivid imagination shape the essence of his identity. In James

Thurber's classic short story, Mitty is depicted as somewhat of an

enigma—staying in the shadows of society, he leads a life filled with

mediocrity and a lack of excitement. Yet, despite his mundane daily routines,

the layers of his personality reveal a longing for a richer, more dynamic

existence. Through a close examination of his character, readers can

understand not only who Walter Mitty is but also how his daydreams define

his reality.

In the story, Walter Mitty is presented as a mild-mannered man who often

finds himself aimlessly drifting through life, underscored by a palpable sense

of dissatisfaction. His persona is characterized by timidity, as he is

frequently dominated by his overbearing and condescending wife. This

dynamic sets the stage for a deeper exploration of his character; Mitty wears

the mask of an obedient husband while harboring profound fantasies that

transport him far beyond the constraints of his tedious daily life. 

Throughout the story, Mitty is portrayed as a man who yearns for

significance and excitement, aspirations that starkly contrast with his actual

life as a dreary, average individual. His daydreams signify not just escapism
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but also a vivid reflection of his suppressed desires. For instance, he

imagines himself as a fearless naval commander, a skilled surgeon, and a

daring pilot, scenarios that encapsulate traits of bravery and expertise—all

qualities he believes he lacks in his real life. These fantasies serve as

poignant examples of how individuals can feel marginalized within their

own experiences, resonating with anyone who has felt overlooked or

underestimated in their personal or professional life.

This exploration raises an important question: what drives Walter Mitty to

escape into such elaborate fantasies? One interpretation is that his daydreams

allow him to navigate the challenging waters of his mundane existence,

illustrating the powerful human instinct to seek adventure and recognition.

Every time he drifts into a daydream, there is a subtle reminder of his

potential—the innate characteristics that have been buried under layers of

routine and expectation. For instance, in moments of vulnerability, Mitty’s

fantasies allow him to embrace confidence and bravery, traits empowered by

the impactful roles he envisions for himself. 

Moreover, Walter Mitty embodies the duality of human experience—the

struggle between reality and idealism. While his daydreams provide a

temporary escape, they also underline the shortcomings of his actual life.

The juxtaposition of his dreams and reality invites readers to reflect on their

own aspirations and the potential clashing dynamics between who they are
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and who they wish to be. Cases of individuals, ranging from artists who have

had to juggle mundane jobs to pursue their creative passions to corporate

workers desiring to break free and live an adventurous life, resonate with

Mitty’s plight. These examples illustrate that many people can relate to the

feeling of inadequacy or being trapped, driving them to find solace in

dreams and aspirations that often seem unattainable.

Ultimately, Walter Mitty is a multifaceted character—a man caught in the

web of his own daydreams, trying to transcend the limitations imposed by

the world around him. Throughout the narrative, readers are drawn into the

profound exploration of his psyche, discovering that Walter Mitty represents

a common struggle: the desire to find meaning in a life filled with

insignificance. As his fantastical journeys unfold, they reveal deeper truths

about human nature, emphasizing that while dreams may provide

momentary uplift, they also reflect our intrinsic pursuit of purpose and

validation in an often uninspiring reality. So, who is Walter Mitty? He is

more than just an ordinary man; he is a symbol of every individual who

longs for adventure, recognition, and connection amidst the mundane

backdrop of daily life.
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3. Chapter 2: Unveiling His Fantasies: Walter's
Imagined Adventures

Walter Mitty is not merely a man living a quiet, mundane life; he is a vibrant

tapestry of fantasies, each thread woven with a sense of adventure and

heroism that starkly contrasts with his reality. In this chapter, we delve into

the various imagined adventures that fill the gaps of his otherwise uneventful

existence, exploring the intricate world of Walter's daydreams.

From the very beginning, James Thurber presents Walter as a dreamer—an

ordinary man equipped with an extraordinary imagination. His daily life

involves simple tasks, such as running errands or assisting his wife, but

within these moments of banality, Walter embarks on grand escapades. For

example, he frequently envisions himself as a heroic figure, such as a skilled

pilot flying a vintage airplane, braving a storm to save a distressed crew.

This portrayal highlights Walter's yearning for bravery and excitement,

qualities he feels he lacks in his daily experiences.

In one particularly vivid episode, Walter imagines himself as a doctor in a

high-stakes situation, performing life-saving surgery while surrounded by

admiring colleagues. This fantasy showcases not only his desire for respect

and recognition but also his wish to contribute in a significant way. By

thrusting himself into the role of a celebrated surgeon, Walter transforms the

ordinary image of a struggling man into that of a savior—a testament to how

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


he reinterprets his life through the lens of fantasy.

Another adventure sees Walter in the role of a daring secret agent, engaged

in espionage and intrigue. This persona reflects his frustrations with the

monotony of his true self; as a secret agent, he is valued for his cleverness

and resourcefulness, traits he perceives to be absent in his current life. These

adventures carry a duality—while they serve as a form of escapism, they

also affect Walter's identity by allowing him to explore various aspects of

himself that remain dormant in the real world.

In another instance, Walter imagines himself as a war hero, receiving medals

for bravery on the battlefield. This reflection highlights a deeper

psychological need: the desire to be remembered and celebrated. Through

this fantasy, Thurber subtly addresses how society often measures a man's

worth through acts of courage and achievement, leaving an ordinary man

like Walter feeling inadequate and dismissed.

Though these fantasies serve to enrich Walter's life imaginatively, they also

underscore his need for approval and significance. His daydreams are a

refuge from the oppressive weight of societal expectations and the

disappointments of everyday life.  Through these imagined escapades,

Walter experiences roles that facilitate a sense of adventure and inspire a

fleeting glimpse of fulfillment—albeit only in his mind.
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As we explore Walter's imagined adventures further, we observe how each

fantasy reveals bits of his personality: his longing for adventure, his desire

for validation, and his quest for connection. Through the character of Walter

Mitty, Thurber illustrates the complexity of human desires and the necessity

of dreams in navigating the trivialities of life. It becomes apparent that these

daydreams are not merely distractions; they serve as essential components of

Walter's self-identity, allowing him to explore who he is and who he wishes

to be in a world that often overlooks him.

In conclusion, Walter Mitty's imagined adventures encapsulate a rich inner

world, driven by the desire for heroism and significance. They pull back the

curtain on a character that, despite his mundane existence, refuses to let his

dreams be confined by the limitations of reality. Each escapade is a

testament to the strength of the human spirit—an assertion that within the

quietest souls lies the heart of a dreamer, longing to break free and explore

the extraordinary.
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4. Chapter 3: The Struggles of Reality:
Confronting Mitty's Mundane Existence

In the poignant landscape of James Thurber’s short story, "The Secret Life

of Walter Mitty," the protagonist’s mundane existence starkly contrasts with

his vivid daydreams. Walter Mitty is a man trapped within the confines of a

lackluster reality that continuously undermines his dreams of heroism and

adventure. Each episode in Mitty’s life is laden with hints of his uneventful

and even frustrating reality, which creates a compelling backdrop against

which his daydreams take flight.

Walter Mitty’s mundane life is characterized by an overwhelming sense of

insignificance. His daily experiences, whether during a simple trip to the

local shop or a mundane encounter with his wife, are rife with moments that

illustrate his struggles against a backdrop of monotony and drudgery. For

instance, in one scene, he drives his car in a dazed state, with his wife

reminding him not to go too fast or to be careful. This interaction highlights

not only his lack of engagement with the world around him but also his role

as a passive participant in his own life. The scornful tones of his wife

represent the societal constraints that confine Walter, forcing him further

into his imagination to escape the unforgiving grip of reality.

Moreover, the contrast between his daydreams and his actual life emphasizes

the frustrations that many individuals may feel as they navigate their own,
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more mundane existences. Walter’s fantasized personas—such as a fearless

pilot or a brilliant surgeon—serve as a direct response to the frustrations he

faces daily. Each day sits heavy with the trivialities that mark his existence:

he is scolded for his forgetfulness, and he experiences the weariness of being

stereotyped as the forgetful husband.

While Walter Mitty escapes into his fantasies, they also highlight his

disconnection from reality. He may dream of being a commander leading his

troops into battle or defying danger in ways that capture the essence of

adventure. However, these moments are short-lived and serve only to

juxtapose the drab nature of his real life. This disconnection is a profound

struggle—it is not merely escapism, but a palpable yearning for significance

in a world that offers none. The tension between Mitty’s aspirations and his

reality evokes sympathy for him as he navigates through a life that insists on

minimizing his potential and autonomy.

Thurber’s depiction of Mitty can resonate with readers who feel the

pressures of their daily grind and find comfort in dreams that hold no power

in their actual lives. For many, the struggle of reality can take various

forms—a monotonous job, unfulfilling relationships, or simply the weight of

expectations imposed by society. Consider a contemporary case of an office

worker who possesses a degree in the arts but spends her days in a job that

stifles her creativity. Like Mitty, she might escape into a lavish fantasy
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where she is a recognized artist, celebrated for her work, only to return each

day to a cubicle filled with paperwork. This reflects a modern truth that

resonates with the same themes found in Mitty’s life; the clash between

dreams and reality remains a timeless struggle.

Ultimately, Walter Mitty’s mundane existence is a mirror reflecting the

profound disconnect between human aspirations and the often bleak realities

of life. In this light, the notion of "the struggle of reality" resonates deeply

across time and character. As readers accompany Mitty through his

struggles, they are invited to examine their own lives and the fantasies they

may harbor, prompting a deeper understanding of the human experience in

navigating the realms of the ordinary and the extraordinary. Through Walter

Mitty, Thurber captures a universal sentiment—a testament to our desire to

escape the ordinary while confronting the realities that bind us.
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5. Chapter 4: A Glimpse into Escapism: The
Role of Dreams in Mitty's Life

Walter Mitty, the protagonist created by James Thurber, provides a

compelling lens through which to examine the role of dreams and escapism

in one's life. The character's propensity for daydreaming showcases not only

his rich inner life but also highlights the stark contrast between the idealistic

scenarios he constructs and the reality he faces daily. In Mitty’s world,

dreams serve as a vital refuge—a means of thriving amid the banality of

existence.

From the very beginning, it is evident that Walter Mitty uses his dreams as a

coping mechanism to navigate a life filled with mediocrity and frustration.

Each day, he is accompanied by his overbearing wife, who tends to

undermine his self-esteem and belittle his abilities. In stark contrast to her

dominating presence, Mitty’s daydreams present him as a heroic figure—an

ace pilot, a brilliant surgeon, a fearless escape artist—who commands

respect and admiration. These fantasies allow him to temporarily escape the

harshness of his reality. For instance, when he imagines himself piloting a

plane through a storm, he is not just escaping his mundane life as a

henpecked husband but asserting dominance and control that eludes him in

real life. 

Mitty's dreams are rich in adventure and vitality, enabling him to experience
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everything from excitement to valor. While visions of fearsome gunmen and

daring feats provide short-lived thrills, they also raise pertinent questions

about what drives his escapism. It is clear that his dreams serve not only as

an escape from a stagnant existence but also as a manifestation of his

unfulfilled desires. Each diversion into fantasy features elements of his

character that remain dormant in reality—intelligence, bravery,

creativity—all qualities that he lacks in his routine life.

This duality raises a crucial point about the nature of escapism: it is a

double-edged sword. While dreams allow Mitty to experience a dispatch

from the unbearable constraints of his life, they also signify his inability to

confront real issues and make tangible changes in his reality. He often finds

himself unable to effectively interact in his surroundings, preferring to

retreat into the comforting arms of fantasy rather than address the sources of

his dissatisfaction. This can be seen in moments like when he is chastised for

being absent-minded or clumsy, further entrenching him in the cycle of

daydreaming as a means of escaping the discomfort of self-awareness and

responsibility.

Moreover, the escapism that Mitty clutches so dearly reflects a broader

human experience; many individuals engage in daydreaming as a form of

mental relief in response to stressors in their lives. In today’s fast-paced

world, where stress and anxiety are prevalent, people often find solace in
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dreaming about a more empowered or liberated version of

themselves—much like Mitty does. Whether it be fantasizing about personal

success, dreaming of travel, or envisioning ideal relationships, these

moments of escapism provide essential respite from overwhelming

responsibilities and societal pressures.

Yet, the danger lies in the risk of becoming too engrossed in fantasies, as

Mitty demonstrates. The blurring of lines between his imagined life and

reality serves as a cautionary tale about the potential consequences of living

too deeply within one’s imagination. While daydreams can inspire creativity

and provide temporary relief, when they become a primary mode of

existence, they can lead to an unfulfilled life plagued by missed

opportunities and unaddressed realities. Mitty’s character embodies this

conflict, providing a poignant observation on the balance between aspiration

and reality.

In summary, the role of dreams in Walter Mitty's life reflects a complex

interplay between escapism and reality. His vivid fantasies highlight the

psychological mechanisms we use to cope with life's challenges, tracing a

thin line between healthy escapism and detrimental detachment. As readers

delve into Mitty's life, they are invited to consider their own tendencies to

escape through dreams, pondering the effects these moments have on their

grasp of reality and their pursuit of personal fulfillment.
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6. Conclusion: Understanding the Paradox of
Being Walter Mitty

Walter Mitty, the quintessential daydreamer, embodies a complex paradox

that resonates deeply with many of us. His life is a vivid illustration of the

conflict between the mundane and the extraordinary, revealing the

multifaceted nature of human desire and aspiration. On one hand, he is an

everyman, a character whose life is filled with monotonous routines and

societal expectations. On the other, he is a dreamer, soaring through the vast

landscapes of imagination where he encounters daring escapades and

adventures that transcend the boundaries of his real world.

The paradox of Walter Mitty lies not only in his juxtaposition of daydreams

against daily drudgery but also in the implications of these fantasies for

understanding his character. Each elaborate daydream serves as a coping

mechanism for his otherwise unremarkable existence, allowing him to

escape from the pressures of reality. For instance, while he is characterized

as a meek and submissive husband subjected to the criticisms of his

domineering wife, his fantasies transform him into a heroic figure—a daring

pilot, a confident soldier, or a celebrated doctor. This transformation

highlights the inherent human urge to break free from life’s shackles and to

assert oneself in ways that reality often denies.

However, while these dreams provide solace, they also illustrate a profound

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


disconnect—a yearning so strong for an alternate reality that it ultimately

serves as an escape rather than a source of empowerment. Walter's fantasies

are rich and colorful, filled with excitement and action, yet they underscore

his inability to effect change in his real life. The friction between his

aspirations and his actual circumstances raises critical questions about

identity and fulfillment: How do we reconcile who we are with who we wish

to be?  

Moreover, Walter's journey reveals the importance of taking bold steps

toward self-actualization. The narrative culminating in his final conscious

choice to seize the moment of real-life adventure marks a pivotal point of

self-discovery. Though Walter’s escapism paints a vivid picture of the allure

of fantasy, his eventual embracing of a real challenge showcases the

potential for personal growth when one chooses to embrace the chaos of life

rather than retreat into dreams. This climax serves as both a cautionary tale

and an inspiring motivation for readers to take action and not let their

dreams remain unfulfilled.

In a broader context, the paradox of being Walter Mitty resonates with the

struggles many individuals face in a society that often incentivizes

conformity and routine over individuality and creativity. It reflects the

universal challenge of balancing the desire for something greater with the

demands of everyday life. Just as Walter Mitty navigates his world, so too do
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we all traverse our dreams and responsibilities, seeking a path that allows for

both personal aspiration and tangible achievement.

In conclusion, Walter Mitty's character serves as a mirror reflecting our own

aspirations, disappointments, and ultimate potential for transformation. It

invites readers to ponder their daydreams and the roles these fantasies play

in their lives. In understanding the paradox of being Walter Mitty, we are

reminded that while our dreams may ignite our passions, it is our choices

and actions in the real world that ultimately define us. By striving to

harmonize our aspirations with our realities, we may discover our own

heroic journeys, much like Walter does.
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