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The Enduring Charm of "The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty" by James Thurber

secret life of walter mitty by james thurber remains a cornerstone of American short fiction,
celebrated for its whimsical exploration of the human imagination and its poignant commentary on
everyday existence. This iconic story, first published in The New Yorker, introduces us to Walter
Mitty, a timid man whose mundane reality is constantly overshadowed by elaborate daydreams.
Through Mitty's fantastical excursions, James Thurber brilliantly dissects the desires, frustrations,
and latent heroism that reside within us all. This comprehensive exploration delves into the origins
of the story, its enduring themes, the character of Walter Mitty, and the various interpretations and
adaptations it has inspired, offering a deep dive into why this narrative continues to resonate with
readers across generations. We will examine the literary context, the psychological underpinnings of
Mitty's character, and the cultural impact of this beloved tale.
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The Genesis of a Daydreamer: "The Secret Life of
Walter Mitty" and James Thurber

James Thurber, a celebrated American humorist, cartoonist, and writer, penned "The Secret Life of
Walter Mitty" in 1939. The story emerged from Thurber's keen observations of human nature and his
own experiences with shyness and a vivid imagination. Thurber, known for his distinctive wit and
often melancholic humor, frequently explored the disconnect between people's internal lives and
their external circumstances. "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" is perhaps his most famous
illustration of this theme. The story captures the essence of post-Depression America, a time when
many felt hemmed in by societal expectations and economic realities. Thurber's genius lay in his
ability to find humor and pathos in these everyday struggles, making his characters relatable and his
narratives timeless.

Unpacking the Narrative: Plot and Structure of the
Story

"The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" is deceptively simple in its plot structure, yet rich in its thematic
development. The story follows Walter Mitty on a routine trip into town with his wife. As they drive,
Mitty is repeatedly jolted out of his elaborate daydreams by his wife's instructions or by mundane
occurrences. These interruptions, which break his heroic fantasies, highlight the contrast between
his internal world and the external demands of his life. Each daydream is a stark departure from
reality, featuring Mitty in heroic or prominent roles—a daring Navy captain, a brilliant surgeon, a
death-defying aviator, and a stoic defendant. The narrative's cyclical nature, with Mitty's fantasies
being constantly interrupted, underscores his inability to fully escape his ordinary existence.

Walter Mitty: The Embodiment of the Ordinary Hero

Walter Mitty himself is a masterfully crafted character, representing the archetypal everyday man
burdened by the mundane. He is timid, henpecked, and seemingly incapable of assertiveness in his
real life. His wife treats him with a mixture of exasperation and affectionate condescension, a
dynamic that fuels his need for an internal escape. Yet, within his daydreams, Mitty transforms into
a figure of immense bravery, intelligence, and agency. He becomes the captain navigating
treacherous waters, the surgeon saving lives, the pilot facing danger, and the man standing defiant



in the face of adversity. This duality is the core of Mitty's appeal; he is us, the ordinary people who
harbor extraordinary desires and fantasies, even if we never act upon them. His secret life is a
testament to the enduring human spirit's capacity for imagination, even in the most constrained
circumstances.

Themes Explored in James Thurber's Masterpiece

The Power of Imagination vs. Mundane Reality
The central conflict of "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" lies in the perpetual tug-of-war between
Walter's rich inner world and the prosaic reality he inhabits. His daydreams are not mere flights of
fancy; they are elaborate narratives that provide him with a sense of purpose, control, and
significance that is absent in his daily life. Thurber uses Mitty's fantasies to illustrate how
imagination can be both a refuge and a form of resilience against the crushing weight of routine and
societal expectations. The story suggests that while reality may be inescapable, the human mind's
ability to create alternate scenarios is a powerful coping mechanism.

Escapism and the Desire for Significance
Walter Mitty's secret life is a profound exploration of escapism. He daydreams to escape the
perceived drudgery of his existence, his wife's nagging, and his own perceived inadequacies. More
than just escape, however, these fantasies are driven by a deep-seated human desire for
significance. In his daydreams, Mitty is not just present; he is vital, heroic, and indispensable. He
craves the admiration and respect that his real life does not afford him. This theme resonates with
anyone who has ever felt overlooked or underestimated, finding solace and validation in their
internal narratives.

Critique of Modern Life and Conformity
Thurber's story can also be read as a subtle critique of the conformity and dehumanizing aspects of
modern life. Walter Mitty's ordered, predictable existence, dictated by his wife and societal norms,
leaves little room for individual heroism or grand gestures. The interruptions from his
wife—reminding him to buy rubbers, to pick up toothpaste—serve as constant reminders of his
domesticated and controlled reality. The story implies that societal pressures and the demands of
daily life can stifle individuality and relegate people to roles that do not reflect their inner potential
or aspirations.

Undercurrents of Masculinity and Inadequacy
There are also subtle undercurrents related to masculinity and feelings of inadequacy in "The Secret
Life of Walter Mitty." Mitty's passive role in his marriage and his inability to assert himself in minor
situations, like the tire chain incident, might be interpreted as a reflection of anxieties surrounding
male competence and agency in a changing social landscape. His fantasies allow him to embody the
idealized masculine figures of heroism and daring that he perhaps feels he cannot embody in reality.



The story touches upon the pressure to perform and the internal conflict that arises when one's
perceived reality falls short of societal expectations for a man.

Literary Devices and Thurber's Unique Style

James Thurber's writing style in "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" is characterized by its understated
humor, sharp wit, and keen psychological insight. He employs a technique of juxtaposing Mitty's
grand fantasies with mundane realities, creating a comedic effect that is also deeply touching. The
narrative voice is observant and slightly detached, allowing the reader to both empathize with Mitty
and appreciate the absurdity of his situation. Thurber's use of vivid imagery in describing Mitty's
daydreams, from the "temple of insurance" to the "executioner's sword," contrasts sharply with the
drab details of his actual surroundings. The story's structure, with its recurring pattern of fantasy
and interruption, is a deliberate choice that reinforces its thematic concerns. Thurber's prose is
economical yet evocative, a hallmark of his masterful storytelling.

Critical Reception and Enduring Legacy

"The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" was an immediate success upon its publication and has remained a
beloved staple of American literature. Its appeal lies in its universality; the struggle between our
inner aspirations and our outer limitations is a common human experience. Critics have lauded
Thurber for his ability to capture the nuances of everyday life with humor and compassion. The story
has been studied in literature classes for decades, lauded for its insightful characterization and its
exploration of timeless themes. Its enduring legacy is cemented by its continuous reprinting, its
inclusion in anthologies, and its lasting impact on popular culture. The phrase "Walter Mitty" has
entered the lexicon to describe someone who lives in a world of daydreams.

Adaptations and the "Walter Mitty" Phenomenon

The Classic Film Adaptation
The story was first adapted into a film in 1947, starring Danny Kaye as Walter Mitty. This cinematic
version, while departing from the subtlety of Thurber's original in some respects, captured the spirit
of Mitty's adventurous daydreams. Kaye's performance brought Mitty's fantasies to life with
energetic musical numbers and comedic situations, making the character and his secret life
accessible to a wider audience. While not a direct translation of the short story, the film cemented
the image of Walter Mitty as a dreamer embarking on thrilling, albeit imaginary, escapades.

The Modern Cinematic Reimagining
More recently, in 2013, Ben Stiller directed and starred in a contemporary adaptation of "The Secret
Life of Walter Mitty." This film took a different approach, focusing more on Mitty's journey of self-



discovery and his eventual quest to find a missing photographer. While the core theme of a man
escaping his mundane reality remains, Stiller's version emphasizes the importance of taking action
in the real world rather than solely relying on imagination. The film's breathtaking cinematography
and its message of embracing adventure resonated with a new generation, though some purists
noted the divergence from Thurber's more introspective and humorous original.

Cultural Impact and the "Walter Mitty" Archetype
The cultural impact of "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" extends far beyond its literary and cinematic
adaptations. The name "Walter Mitty" has become an archetype, a shorthand for a person who
habitually indulges in unrealistic daydreams and fantasies, often at the expense of engaging with
reality. The term is used both affectionately and critically to describe individuals who seem detached
from their surroundings, lost in their own imaginative worlds. The story's enduring presence
highlights our collective fascination with the gap between who we are and who we wish we could be,
and the powerful role imagination plays in bridging that divide, even if only internally.

Why "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" Still Matters

"The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" continues to matter because it taps into fundamental aspects of the
human condition. In an age that often celebrates outward achievement and tangible success,
Thurber's story reminds us of the value of our inner lives. It validates the quiet heroism of
imagination and the universal desire for something more than the ordinary. Walter Mitty's story
encourages reflection on our own lives, our own unexpressed desires, and the secret worlds we
construct within ourselves. It is a testament to the enduring power of a well-told story to capture the
complexities of human experience with humor, poignancy, and timeless insight, making it a narrative
that will continue to be read and cherished.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme explored in James Thurber's 'The
Secret Life of Walter Mitty'?
The central theme is the contrast between the mundane reality of an ordinary life and the rich,
heroic fantasy world that an individual might create to escape it. It explores escapism, the power of
imagination, and the sometimes-painful gap between our aspirations and our actual experiences.

Why does Walter Mitty engage in these elaborate daydreams?
Walter Mitty daydreams to compensate for feelings of inadequacy, insignificance, and powerlessness
in his everyday life. His fantasies allow him to be courageous, skillful, and in control, fulfilling
desires that are unmet in his real interactions, particularly with his overbearing wife.



What does the recurring motif of the 'leather-jacketed hero'
represent in Mitty's daydreams?
The 'leather-jacketed hero' represents Walter Mitty's desire for a life of action, danger, and
recognition. This figure embodies the bravery, competence, and adventurous spirit that Mitty feels
he lacks in his quiet, unheroic existence. It's his ultimate projection of the man he wishes he could
be.

How does Mrs. Mitty perceive her husband, and how does this
perception fuel his secret life?
Mrs. Mitty perceives Walter as slightly foolish, forgetful, and incompetent, constantly correcting him
and directing his actions. This perception of being belittled and underestimated by his wife serves as
a powerful catalyst for his elaborate daydreams, where he can escape her control and embody the
very opposite of her dismissive view.

What is the significance of the final, iconic daydream where
Mitty faces a firing squad?
The final daydream, where Mitty imagines himself defiantly facing a firing squad, represents the
ultimate act of courage and resignation. It's a climactic fantasy where even in the face of death, he
maintains his heroic stance, symbolizing his complete surrender to his inner world as a refuge from
the pressures and perceived failures of his real life.

Despite the escapism, does 'The Secret Life of Walter Mitty'
offer any commentary on the nature of reality?
Yes, the story subtly comments on the nature of reality by highlighting how the pressures of
everyday life, societal expectations, and personal insecurities can lead individuals to retreat into
fantasy. It suggests that while imagination can be a powerful tool, an over-reliance on it can also
prevent one from engaging with or improving their actual circumstances.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles, inspired by the themes of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, with short
descriptions:

1. The Daydreamer's Almanac
This collection of short stories explores the quiet desires and vivid imaginations of ordinary
individuals. It delves into how the mundane aspects of daily life can become a canvas for
extraordinary internal adventures. Each tale offers a glimpse into the secret worlds people build
within themselves, often far removed from their outward circumstances. It's a celebration of the
power of human fantasy to transform the ordinary into the extraordinary.

2. Escape from the Ordinary
This novel follows a protagonist who, feeling stifled by routine, begins to actively seek out
experiences that shatter their predictable existence. Through a series of impulsive decisions and



unexpected encounters, they discover a hidden capacity for bravery and a yearning for adventure.
The narrative questions whether true fulfillment lies in embracing the unknown or in finding magic
within the familiar. It’s a journey of self-discovery fueled by a desire to break free from the
mundane.

3. The Man Who Wasn't There
This book examines the concept of invisibility in modern society, focusing on individuals who feel
overlooked and undervalued. It chronicles their internal lives, where they craft elaborate narratives
and imagine grander destinies for themselves. The story probes the psychological need to feel
significant and the creative ways people cope with feeling unseen. Ultimately, it asks whether a life
lived primarily in the imagination is a life truly lived.

4. The Echo of Unlived Lives
Through a series of interconnected vignettes, this work explores the roads not taken and the dreams
deferred by its characters. It highlights how the quiet regrets and unspoken aspirations can shape
one's perception of reality. Each character harbors a secret inner world, a landscape populated by
the people they could have been and the adventures they might have had. The book is a poignant
reflection on the power of possibility and the gentle melancholy of what might have been.

5. A Pocketful of Dreams
This collection of essays contemplates the persistent human tendency to drift into imaginative
realms, even amidst the most practical of tasks. It celebrates the small, often unnoticed moments of
mental escape that punctuate our days. The author argues that these internal voyages are not a form
of escapism, but rather a vital source of creativity and resilience. It's a charming exploration of how
we all, in our own ways, carry a universe within us.

6. The Gentleman of Unseen Adventures
This historical fiction piece centers on a seemingly unremarkable man in a bygone era who secretly
lives a life of thrilling exploits in his mind. While his outward life is characterized by quietude and
routine, his inner world is a realm of daring rescues and clandestine missions. The novel contrasts
his public persona with his rich internal narrative, revealing the vast disconnect between
appearance and reality. It’s a study in hidden depths and the enduring human need for excitement.

7. Whispers from the Mundane
This novel uses a series of seemingly insignificant events as catalysts for profound flights of fancy.
The protagonist, burdened by the monotony of their responsibilities, finds solace and exhilaration in
elaborate mental scenarios. The book explores the subtle ways in which our inner lives can bloom in
the most uninspiring of surroundings. It’s a testament to the boundless power of the imagination to
transcend physical limitations.

8. The Curator of Fantasies
This anthology features characters who, through their professions or personal circumstances, are
tasked with managing or interpreting imagined worlds. Whether they are artists, writers, or simply
individuals with vivid imaginations, they navigate the delicate boundary between reality and fantasy.
The stories delve into the nature of escapism and the psychological nourishment that can be found in
constructing alternative realities. It's a look at those who live in and around the landscapes of the
mind.

9. Where the Sidewalk Ends, the Daydreams Begin
This poetic work captures the spirit of childlike wonder and the adult yearning for escape from the
everyday. It explores how familiar surroundings can transform into extraordinary settings through



the lens of imagination. The poems evoke a sense of gentle rebellion against the ordinary,
celebrating the moments when we allow our minds to wander and create new worlds. It's a lyrical
ode to the power of fantasy to inject magic into the mundane.
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