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Introduction

When you think of escapism, adventure, and the quiet yearning that lies beneath the surface of ordinary life, the 

phrase the secret life of Walter Mitty James Thurber immediately brings to mind a classic story that has

captivated readers for generations. Published in 1939, James Thurber’s short story “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty”

is more than a simple narrative about daydreaming; it is a masterful exploration of human imagination, identity, and

the tension between reality and fantasy. This article dives deep into the origins, themes, and lasting influence of the

tale, offering readers a comprehensive understanding of why the story remains relevant and beloved in

contemporary culture.

The Birth of a Classic

James Thurber, an American humorist, cartoonist, and writer, first introduced Walter Mitty to the world in the New 

Yorkermagazine on December 13, 1939. The story quickly became one of the most celebrated pieces in the

magazine’s history, thanks to its vivid depiction of a man who escapes his mundane existence through elaborate

daydreams.

Thurber’s own life provided the fertile ground for the story’s creation. A prolific cartoonist, he was known for his

satirical illustrations that captured the absurdities of everyday life. His personal experiences—working in a small

office, dealing with a demanding boss, and navigating the complexities of mid �20th �century American society—

shaped the character of Walter Mitty, a man who feels trapped in a world that does not recognize his ambitions.

The Man Behind the Myth: James Thurber

To fully appreciate the secret life of Walter Mitty James Thurber , it is essential to understand the author’s 

background. Born in 1894 in New York, Thurber studied at Columbia University and later worked as a staff 

cartoonist for the New Yorker . His humor was sharp, his observations keen, and his style uniquely blending satire

with a touch of melancholy.

Thurber’s own fascination with the human psyche and his penchant for exaggerating the mundane elements of life

gave rise to characters like Walter Mitty. The author’s ability to portray complex emotions through simple, relatable

scenarios made the story resonate with readers worldwide.

Plot Overview: A Journey Through Daydreams

The narrative follows Walter Mitty, a mild �mannered, middle �aged man who works in an office and lives with his wife,

who is often impatient with his absent �mindedness. The story begins with a routine morning where Walter is

interrupted by a series of mundane events—his wife’s scolding, a telephone call, and a brief encounter with a police

officer. Each interruption triggers a vivid daydream where Walter imagines himself as a hero, a surgeon, a military

commander, and more.

These daydreams serve as a coping mechanism for Walter, allowing him to momentarily escape the constraints of

his real life. The climax occurs when Walter, in a moment of desperation, imagines himself as a pilot flying through



a storm, only to be abruptly jolted back to reality by the arrival of his wife.

Thurber’s narrative structure cleverly juxtaposes the starkness of Walter’s actual life with the lushness of his

imagined adventures, creating a compelling contrast that underscores the story’s central theme: the human need

for imagination.

Key Moments in the Story

1.  Morning Disarray – Walter’s day begins with a chaotic morning, setting the tone for his subsequent 

daydreams.

2.  Police Interaction – A brief encounter with a police officer sparks a daydream where Walter imagines himself 

as a fearless policeman.

3.  Medical Scenario – A visit to a doctor triggers an imaginative sequence where Walter envisions himself as a 

skilled surgeon.

4.  Military Fantasy – The story’s most famous daydream sees Walter as a military commander, bravely leading 

troops.

5.  Climactic Flight – The final daydream places Walter in the cockpit of a plane, soaring above the clouds.

Central Themes and Motifs

While the story’s surface narrative appears simple, several profound themes weave through the text, making it a

rich subject for literary analysis.

Escapism and the Power of Imagination

Walter Mitty’s daydreams illustrate the human tendency to retreat into fantasy when confronted with an unfulfilling

reality. These imagined scenarios provide Walter with a sense of purpose, bravery, and competence that his real

life lacks.

Identity and Self �Perception

The story examines how individuals construct their identities. Walter’s daydreams are not merely fantasies; they

represent the aspects of himself he desires—confidence, respect, and autonomy. Thurber subtly critiques the

dissonance between self �perception and societal expectations.

Gender Roles and Domestic Life
The dynamic between Walter and his wife reflects early 20th �century gender expectations. The 
wife’s impatience and the husband’s passive demeanor highlight the friction that often arises in 
domestic relationships when personal aspirations clash with routine obligations.

The Mundane vs. The Extraordinary

Thurber juxtaposes the ordinary world—office work, household chores—with extraordinary adventures,

underscoring the contrast between the predictable and the imaginative. This theme invites readers to question

whether the extraordinary lives we dream of are more fulfilling than our actual lives.

A Psychological Lens: Why Walter Dreamt

From a psychological perspective, Walter Mitty’s daydreams can be seen as a form of escapism that serves several

mental health functions:

•  Stress Relief – The fantasies provide a temporary escape from daily stressors.

•  Self �Esteem Boost – Imagining himself as a hero or professional enhances his sense of self-worth.

•  Problem Solving – The daydreams allow Walter to mentally rehearse scenarios where he overcomes 



obstacles.

•  Identity Exploration – By adopting different personas, Walter tests out aspects of his identity that he cannot 

explore in real life.

In this light, the story becomes a timeless reminder of the importance of imagination as a psychological tool,

especially in an era that increasingly values productivity over personal fulfillment.

The Legacy of “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty”

Over the decades, the story has left a lasting imprint on literature, film, and popular culture.

Influence on Literature

James Thurber’s narrative style influenced a generation of humorists and satirists. The concept of a “Mitty”—

someone who lives in a world of elaborate fantasies—has become a cultural archetype, used in novels, poems,

and essays to describe similar characters.

Film and Television Adaptations

Thurber’s story has inspired multiple film adaptations, the most notable being the 2013 movie starring Ben Stiller.

The film expands upon Walter’s daydreams, exploring themes of adventure and self �discovery in a contemporary

setting. Television shows and commercials have also referenced the story’s motif to evoke humor and relatability.

Cultural Resonance

The phrase “Walter Mitty” has entered everyday language, often used to describe someone who daydreams or

imagines themselves as a hero. The story’s relevance endures because it taps into universal human experiences—

loneliness, ambition, and the yearning for meaning.

Modern-Day Relevance: Why the Story Still Resonates

In a world dominated by social media, constant connectivity, and the pressure to achieve, the themes of the secret 

life of Walter Mitty James Thurber  have become even more pertinent:

•  Digital Escapism – Just as Walter used daydreams to escape, many people today turn to virtual worlds for 

solace.

•  Work-Life Balance – The story prompts reflection on how modern work environments can stifle creativity and 

personal fulfillment.

•  Identity in the Age of Self �Branding – Walter’s struggle to find a place where he feels competent mirrors the 

challenges faced by those building personal brands online.

•  Mindfulness and Mental Health – The narrative encourages readers to explore the balance between 

imagination and reality, a topic central to contemporary mental health discussions.

Practical Takeaways: Applying Walter Mitty’s Lessons in Daily Life

While Walter Mitty’s daydreams are fictional, the story offers actionable insights for readers seeking to enrich their

lives.

Embrace Your Inner Daydreamer

Allow yourself moments of creative imagination. Whether you’re sketching, writing, or simply visualizing a future

goal, these moments can spark motivation and clarity.

Balance Reality and Fantasy



Use daydreaming as a tool for problem solving, but remain grounded in actionable steps. Set realistic goals that

align with your imagined aspirations.

Communicate Openly with Loved Ones

Walter’s relationship with his wife suffers due to a lack of communication. Open dialogue about expectations and

desires can strengthen relationships.

Find Meaning in Everyday Tasks

Transform routine chores into opportunities for mindfulness. Recognizing the value in small tasks can shift your

perspective from “mundane” to “purposeful.”

Seek Professional Guidance When Needed

If you find yourself frequently escaping into daydreams as a coping mechanism, consider consulting a mental

health professional. Therapy can help uncover underlying issues and develop healthier strategies for managing

stress.

Conclusion

James Thurber’s “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” remains a literary gem that transcends time. Its exploration of

imagination, identity, and the human condition continues to inspire readers, writers, and thinkers worldwide. By

examining the story’s origins, themes, and practical applications, we gain a richer understanding of why the

narrative endures and how it can guide us toward a more balanced and meaningful existence. Whether you’re a

student of literature, a creative professional, or simply someone seeking a deeper connection to your own inner

world, the tale of Walter Mitty offers timeless lessons that resonate across generations.
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