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About the book

Exploring Walter Mitty's Whimsical World  

*"The Secret Life of Walter Mitty"* by James Thurber immerses us in the

enchanting journey of an unimposing man blessed with a boundless

imagination. 

Synopsis:  

Walter Mitty, the protagonist, flits through the drudgery of daily chores, yet

finds refuge in a series of vibrant daydreams. In these fantasies, he

transcends his dull existence, transforming into an audacious hero, a skilled

surgeon, and a bold aviator—his imagined escapades more exhilarating than

the last.  

Themes:  

This intriguing novella navigates the relationship between the ordinary and

the extraordinary, probing deeper into the realms of escapism and personal

identity.  

Writing Style:  

Thurber's adept narrative and keen humor guide readers through a delightful

exploration that resonates with those yearning for adventure outside the

confines of routine.  
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Conclusion:  

Join Walter Mitty on this extraordinary escapade and witness how the sheer

power of dreams can elevate the mundane to magnificent heights.
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About the author

Profile: James Thurber (1894-1961)

Occupation: Cartoonist, Author, Journalist, Playwright  

Notable Work: "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty"  

Key Features: Whimsical illustrations, satirical storytelling, unique artistic

style

Background:  

- Birthplace: Columbus, Ohio  

- Visual Challenge: Struggled with poor eyesight from early childhood,

shaping his simplistic artistic approach.

Career Highlights:  

James Thurber was a prominent figure in American literature, recognized

primarily for his contributions to *The New Yorker*. His works, which

include a combination of cartoons and short stories, reflect his sharp sense of

humor and insightful commentary on the quirks of human behavior. 

Legacy:  

Thurber's stories, especially "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty," exemplify his

talent for marrying humor with deeper themes, such as escapism and the

understated bravery of everyday life. His ability to capture the absurdities of
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existence has left an indelible mark on American culture and literature.
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1. Chapter 1: Exploring the Mundane Reality of
Walter Mitty's Everyday Life

In James Thurber's "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty," the story opens a

window into the rather unremarkable existence of Walter Mitty, a man

whose life is a stark contrast to the thrilling escapades that reside within his

imagination. Mitty, a middle-aged man, is depicted as timid and indecisive,

presenting a lifestyle characterized by monotony and submission to the

demands of others. His everyday reality is marked by a sense of

insignificance, often overshadowed by the presence of his dominating wife,

who appears to dictate many aspects of his life.

The narrative begins with Walter and his wife driving to the store, a

seemingly ordinary task that serves as an effective backdrop to reveal the

depth of Walter's character. During this mundane excursion, Mitty's

daydreams begin to emerge as a form of escapism. They offer a stark

juxtaposition to the drabness of his daily activities; the reader becomes

aware of the rich landscape of Mitty's imagination as he loses himself in

fantasies of heroism and excitement. While his wife rebukes him for his

habitual absent-mindedness, Walter drifts into daydreams of being a pilot, a

surgeon, and a sharpshooter, each role imbued with a sense of command and

confidence that he lacks in reality.

Through these brief glimpses into Mitty's day-to-day life, we can observe the

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


subtle yet profound stresses that define his character. As he runs errands, he

is often interrupted by his own thoughts as well as the reality that surrounds

him: the unyielding voice of his wife, the judgmental gazes of those around

him, and the pressures of societal expectations that pin him down. For

example, when he approaches the hotel where he encounters a series of

encounters that reflect on his explosive internal world, it becomes evident

that Walter exists in a personal space where fantasy provides him a refuge

from the restraints of reality.

Thurber’s portrayal of Walter Mitty encapsulates the feelings of

disconnection and lack of fulfillment that many individuals experience in

their own lives. It's relatable to countless readers—individuals who might

find themselves feeling overwhelmed or unappreciated in their daily

routines. Walter’s character serves as a commentary on the broader human

experience; we often feel trapped in roles determined by others, facing the

mundane machinery of life with little room for self-expression.

The mundane reality for Mitty is not merely about the errands he runs but

highlights the stark objectivity of a life lived without excitement or purpose.

His inner conflict is mirrored in his interactions with his wife and the world

around him. For instance, if a reader reflects on their own life, it is easy to

recall moments of feeling unheard or underestimated by friends, families, or

coworkers, drawing a parallel between their experiences and Mitty’s.

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


Ultimately, Chapter 1 introduces us to Walter Mitty not only as an individual

navigating the landscapes of an everyday life but sets the stage for an

exploration into the depths of his psyche. It artfully builds the groundwork

for understanding how the mundane pressures of life can drive a person

towards daydreams and fantasies, paving the way for the adventurous

escapades that will follow in the subsequent chapters.
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2. Chapter 2: The Adventurous Daydreams
That Define Mitty's Character

In the heart of James Thurber's "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty," we find

Walter Mitty, a man whose existence is a paradox defined by the stark

contrast between his mundane reality and his vibrant inner life. This chapter

delves into the adventurous daydreams that intricately weave the fabric of

Mitty’s character. These daydreams not only serve as an escape from the

banality of his everyday existence but also illuminate the depths of his

aspirations, fears, and the complexities of his personality.

Walter Mitty's daydreams are vividly rich and varied, showcasing a wide

spectrum of heroic identities that he assumes throughout the narrative. Each

daydream unfolds as a new adventure: he transforms from a timid and

subservient husband to a dashing hero engaged in high-stakes scenarios. For

instance, one of his daydreams sees him piloting a warplane, bravely

navigating through a storm while demonstrating exceptional skill and

courage. This fervent imagination starkly contrasts with the subdued reality

of a man running errands under the critical watch of his overbearing wife. 

The impulsiveness and bravery displayed in his fantasies reflect Mitty's

desire to break free from the constraints of his life. His daydreams paint him

as a man of extraordinary talents: a renowned surgeon with an impeccable

reputation, a celebrated criminal mastermind escaping the law, and even a
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fearless martyr ready to face execution—all far removed from the docile and

often criticized figure he is in real life. This ability to morph into various

larger-than-life characters hints at a profound dissatisfaction with his own

identity, one that is constrained by societal expectations and personal

insecurities.

Consider the daydream in which Mitty imagines himself as a distinguished

doctor, commanding respect and admiration in an operating room. In this

scenario, he is confident and authoritative, a stark contrast to the everyday

routine in which he is often dismissed or controlled. Through this lens, we

understand that Walter craves validation and seeks to express his

individuality. The heroics of his daydreams grant him a sense of control,

providing a temporary refuge from the drudgery of his real-life constraints

which often leave him feeling ineffectual.

Moreover, Mitty’s daydreams often reveal deeper psychological dynamics at

play, including his conflict with his own self-worth. In each imaginative

adventure, he fights against some form of opposition—be it an enemy, the

pressures of modern life, or even his own self-doubt. These daydream

sequences stand as metaphors for the battles he wishes he could wage in his

true life. When he daydreams about facing down a courtroom full of

accusers while remaining steadfast and composed, it underscores his longing

for justice in a world where he feels powerless. 
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What enhances the color of these adventures is their juxtaposition with

Mitty's dreary tasks. While running errands, he faces trivial obstacles like a

persistent, impatient car parking attendant or the disdainful attitudes of

strangers, which only serve to highlight the grandeur of his imaginative

escapades. These interruptions in his day-to-day activities pull him back into

the reality of his life, further emphasizing the emotional tension between his

fantasies and his actual experiences. 

Through Mitty’s relentless daydreaming, Thurber paints a poignant portrait

of a man trapped by his own circumstances, yet bursting with unfulfilled

potential. These colorful fantasies are not merely escapism—they reflect the

essence of his character, the richness of his inner life contrasting sharply

with the grayness of his reality. In essence, the adventures that inhabit

Walter Mitty’s mind serve as a means for him to explore his deepest

yearnings and wrestle with the chasm between who he is perceived to be and

who he longs to become.
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3. Chapter 3: A Deeper Look into Mitty's
Identities and Aspirations

Walter Mitty is an archetypal figure in literature, representing the everyman

caught in the complexities of identity and aspiration. His character is a rich

tapestry woven from desires, fears, and unmet ambitions that offer readers a

profound inquiry into the nature of self-deception and denial.

Mitty's daydreams serve not only as escapism but also reveal his aspirations

for a life far removed from his mundane existence. In the story, he is a man

who epitomizes the inner conflict between what he wishes to be and what he

actually is. Each of his fantasies presents a piece of the identity he longs for,

showcasing a variety of roles that highlight his unfulfilled desires. For

instance, as the heroic commander of a naval vessel, he embodies strength

and leadership, traits that starkly contrast with his real-life persona, which is

often dominated by passivity and a lack of direction.

Through these daydreams, Thurber explores the depths of Mitty's psyche.

One of his most poignant fantasies has him as a fearless surgeon, operating

on a renowned patient with the utmost skill and precision. This scenario

suggests a deep-rooted yearning for efficacy and competence, qualities he

cannot seem to manifest in his day-to-day routine. The significance of the

surgical role goes beyond mere fantasy; it highlights an inherent need for

validation and respect. Mitty’s aspirations are not merely fanciful whims;
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they reflect real desires for recognition that remain unfulfilled in his daily

interactions.

Another significant identity Mitty adopts is that of a daring fighter pilot,

bravely navigating through a storm as he saves the day. This fantasy reveals

his longing for intimacy, adventure, and a sense of belonging, all of which

are conspicuously absent from his life. The flight represents freedom, both

metaphorically and literally, as it symbolizes an escape from the shackles of

his trivial existence. Each alter ego that Mitty conjures up is indicative of the

parts of himself that he wishes to express or the desires he represses. His

inability to integrate these identities into his life feeds into a cycle of

dissatisfaction and disillusionment.

Walter Mitty’s identities are also shaped by external perceptions; the way

others view him has a profound impact on his self-worth. Often belittled by

his wife and mocked by strangers, Mitty's internal struggles are exacerbated

by the external attitudes that dismiss him. This disconnect creates a harsh

contrast between how he sees himself in his dreams and the image projected

by the realities of social interaction. The feeling of being inadequately

acknowledged feeds into his fantasy life, serving as both a coping

mechanism and a retreat into a world where he can wield the power and

admiration that eludes him in real life.

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


Moreover, Thurber’s depiction of Mitty’s aspirations points to a broader

commentary on the human condition. These resonating themes of aspiration

and identity are not just confined to Mitty; they echo in the hearts of many

individuals navigating through the façades of daily life. People often find

themselves trapped in roles defined by societal expectations, yearning for the

freedoms and recognitions enjoyed by figures in their daydreams. Mitty's

experiences embody the universal struggle for self-actualization, resonating

with anyone who has felt the disparity between their fantasies and their

realities.

In essence, 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty' invites readers to ponder deeply

about the importance of embracing one’s true self while simultaneously

acknowledging the aspirational aspects of human nature. Mitty's journey

through the various identities he adopts serves as both a reflection and a

critique of societal pressures that dictate acceptable roles, while also

advocating for the rich yet challenging exploration of personal identity.

Through Walter Mitty, James Thurber not only crafts a character that feels

distinctively human but also encourages a dialogue about the identities we

create and the aspirations that drive us, ultimately pushing us to confront our

own realities.
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4. Chapter 4: The Climax of Mitty's Daydreams
and Their Impact on His Reality

In this pivotal chapter, we delve into the climax of Walter Mitty's daydreams

and explore how these flights of fantasy significantly shape his perception of

reality and ultimately, his identity. Walter Mitty is not simply a passive

character lost in reverie; rather, his daydreams serve as a critical lens

through which we can examine his inner conflicts and aspirations.

At the height of his fantasies, Mitty imagines himself in a series of thrilling,

heroic scenarios that contrast sharply with his mundane existence. For

example, he sees himself as a daring pilot, bravely navigating a formidable

storm. This particular daydream is fueled by his feelings of inadequacy and

powerlessness in real life, where he is often scolded and belittled by his

overbearing wife and others he encounters. In the fantasy, the stakes are

high, and he commands an aircraft with unwavering skill and confidence.

This daydream serves as a momentary escape from his dreary reality,

revealing his longing for control and respect.

However, while these daydreams provide Mitty with a temporary sense of

greatness, they also highlight the profound disconnection he feels from the

world around him. Each whimsical shift in his daydream reflects his internal

struggles—the brilliant surgeon, the war hero, the masterful trial lawyer—all

embody qualities that Mitty admires but does not possess in his actual life.
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Therein lies the irony: the more vibrant and adventurous his fantasies

become, the more constrained and trapped he feels in his real existence. This

dichotomy sheds light on the fragility of his ego and his quest for validation,

ultimately making his daydreams both a refuge and a prison.

As Mitty navigates his daily chores—from purchasing a dog biscuit to

visiting the tailor—he oscillates between moments of realism and bouts of

escapism. The climax of his daydreams reaches a dramatic peak when,

during one of his routine errands, he envisions himself as a brilliant and

self-assured person of action, only to be jolted back into the mundane tasks

of the present. Each time he returns to reality, there is a palpable sense of

loss, as he is forced to reconcile his dreams of grandeur with the prosaic,

often humiliating moments of his actual life. This conflict illustrates the

psychological toll of being caught between two worlds: one filled with

excitement and agency, and the other marked by subservience and

blandness.

Moreover, this chapter emphasizes the impact of these escapist fantasies on

Mitty’s relationships with others, particularly with his wife. Her dismissive

attitude exacerbates his feelings of inadequacy, and the friction between

them highlights how his daydreams become a necessary coping mechanism

to escape not only his uninspiring life but also the critical gaze of those

around him. The tension between reality and fantasy serves to deepen the
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readers' understanding of Mitty as a more complex character, one who

craves both adventure and intimacy yet is left feeling lonely and unfulfilled.

In essence, the climax of Mitty's daydreams brings to the forefront not only

the richness of his imagination but also the painful reminder of his unmet

desires and ambitions. Each vivid fantasy is a testament to his yearning for

adventure, recognition, and meaning—a stark contrast to the insignificance

he sometimes feels in his daily life. Through these climactic moments, we

see how powerful daydreams can become in illuminating the insecurities and

hopes of an individual, creating a rich tapestry of longing that resonates

deeply with the human experience.

Thus, Mitty's climactic daydreams, while exhilarating, are also tinged with

poignance, serving as both an escapism tool and a mirror reflecting the

profound gaps in his real-life experiences. As readers are drawn into Mitty's

world, they are compelled to reflect on their own realities and the ways in

which they may also seek refuge in dreams, resonating with the universal

struggle between the extraordinary aspirations we hold and the ordinary

lives we lead.
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5. Chapter 5: The Resolution of Mitty's
Conflicts and His Search for Meaning

In this pivotal chapter of James Thurber's "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty,"

we explore the resolution of Walter Mitty's various conflicts and his ongoing

quest for meaning in a world that often feels unremarkable and stifling. The

narrative culminates into a profound exploration of Mitty's daydreaming

juxtaposed against his mundane reality, offering insights into his

psychological landscape and how he reconciles his fantasies with his lived

experiences.

Throughout the story, Mitty is presented as an ordinary man who grapples

with the confines of a monotonous existence, where he often feels

overshadowed by the domineering presence of his wife and the disinterest of

others around him. Yet, it is within his daydreams that Mitty finds an

escape—a series of vivid imaginings where he assumes extraordinary

identities and experiences exhilarating adventures. These daydreams serve as

both a coping mechanism and a transformative force, allowing him to

confront and embrace the aspects of himself that are buried beneath the

banality of day-to-day life.

As the narrative progresses, it becomes clear that Mitty's conflicts stem from

his dual existence—the striking dissonance between his real self,

characterized by anxiety and subservience, and his aspirational self,
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embodying heroism, bravery, and intelligence. The gradual intensification of

these contradictions leads Mitty to a moment of reckoning: he must confront

his failures, both acknowledged and unacknowledged, and deliberate on his

desires for a life infused with purpose and agency.

In this climax, Mitty experiences a stark realization that his daydreams,

while comforting, cannot sustain him indefinitely. He senses a growing

urgency to reclaim his sense of self—the man who once dreamed of

significance. This resolution occurs on a quiet day at the end of a series of

fantastical escapades, where he finds himself in a moment of stillness amid

all the chaos. 

Walter Mitty embodies many of us, revealing the universal struggle to find

one's place in a world that often seems indifferent to individual aspirations.

His journey is relatable; many feel the pressures of societal expectations,

leading to conflicts within themselves. This chapter articulates a resonant

message about the importance of recognizing our dreams as valid, yet also

understanding that they must be aligned with actions in the external world.

Mitty's resolution serves as a beacon for individuals grappling with the

pursuit of meaning in their lives.

In the closing moments of the chapter, Walter Mitty steps away from being

solely a dreamer and begins to act upon the potential he has to shape his own
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reality. The reader witnesses his gradual transformation, emphasized by the

symbolism of him finally admitting to himself that his life could be

different. As he embraces his complexity—the mundane aspects of his

character alongside his aspirations—Walter Mitty begins to search for joy,

purpose, and fulfillment in simpler, yet tangible forms of life-changing

experiences, rather than merely in grandiose fantasies.

Mitty’s journey towards resolution highlights a fundamental truth about

human existence: the way we perceive ourselves is not always the ultimate

truth, and our vacuum of emotions can be navigated towards growth. Thus,

this facet of Mitty's conflicts and resolution evokes a sense of hope—the

idea that one can reconcile their vulnerabilities and ambitions by fostering a

deeper connection with the present, leading to an enriched understanding of

what it means to live meaningfully.
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