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The Secret Life Of Walter Mitty

The Secret Life of Walter Mitty has captured the imagination of audiences for
decades, inspiring films, stories, and discussions about dreams, reality, and the power of
imagination. Originally penned as a short story by James Thurber in 1939, the tale
explores the extraordinary inner world of an ordinary man, Walter Mitty, who escapes his
mundane life through vivid daydreams. This article delves into the themes, characters,
and cultural significance of the secret life of Walter Mitty, offering insights into how
this story continues to resonate today.

Understanding the Origin of The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty

James Thurber’s Short Story and Its Context

Created during the late 1930s, The Secret Life of Walter Mitty was Thurber’s satirical take
on the average American man’s desire for adventure and heroism. Thurber, a renowned
humorist and cartoonist, crafted Walter Mitty as a reflection of the everyday man
yearning for excitement beyond his ordinary routine. The story was first published in The
New Yorker in 1939 and quickly gained popularity for its witty exploration of the human
psyche.

The Evolution into a Cultural Icon

Over the decades, Walter Mitty evolved from a simple short story character to a symbol
of escapism and the universal human desire for adventure. The story’s themes have been
adapted into various formats, most notably the 2013 film directed by and starring Ben
Stiller. This adaptation reimagined Mitty’s daydreams as a way to confront real-life
challenges, emphasizing the importance of living fully in the present.

The Themes of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty

Escapism and Imagination

At its core, the story explores how the mind can serve as a refuge from the monotony of
daily life. Walter Mitty’s vivid daydreams allow him to embody heroic, daring, and
glamorous personas—far removed from his mundane reality. These fantasies provide
temporary relief but also highlight his longing for a more exciting existence.



Conformity versus Individuality

Walter’s life is characterized by a sense of conformity, from his routine job to his
submissiveness in social situations. His daydreams serve as a form of rebellion against
this conformity, showcasing his desire to break free and express his true self.

Self-Discovery and Courage

The story can also be seen as a journey of self-discovery. In the modern adaptations,
Walter transitions from passive daydreamer to an active participant in his own life,
illustrating that true adventure begins with inner courage and willingness to face reality.

Character Analysis: Walter Mitty and His World

Walter Mitty: The Dreamer

Ordinary man with an extraordinary imagination1.
Seeks heroism and adventure through vivid fantasies2.
Often feels powerless and unfulfilled in real life3.

Supporting Characters and Their Roles

Mrs. Mitty: The practical, often critical wife who keeps Walter grounded in reality1.
Colleagues and Strangers: Represent societal expectations and the mundane2.
aspects of life
Heroic Figures in Daydreams: Embody Walter’s idealized self-image, such as a Navy3.
captain or a surgeon

The Impact and Legacy of The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty

Literary Significance

James Thurber’s story is celebrated for its wit, humor, and insightful commentary on
human nature. It has influenced countless writers and remains a staple in American
literature for its portrayal of the universal desire for adventure and self-actualization.

Film Adaptations and Modern Interpretations

The 2013 film adaptation brought the story to a new generation, emphasizing themes of
living boldly and embracing real-life adventures. Ben Stiller’s portrayal of Walter Mitty
highlights the importance of stepping out of comfort zones, making the story relevant in
today’s age of digital distraction and routine.
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Cultural Significance

The phrase “Walter Mitty” has entered popular culture as a term for someone who
escapes reality through daydreams or fantasies. It challenges audiences to reflect on
their own lives—are they living authentically or merely imagining a different one?

Lessons from The Secret Life of Walter Mitty

Embrace Your Inner Hero

Recognize the hero within you, regardless of your circumstances1.
Take small steps toward pursuing your passions and dreams2.
Live authentically rather than just dreaming about a better life3.

Balance Dreams and Reality

While imagination is vital for inspiration, it’s essential to engage with the real world1.
Use daydreams as motivation to make positive changes2.
Find joy in everyday moments while striving for personal growth3.

Overcoming Fear and Taking Action

Confront fears that hold you back from living fully1.
Turn fantasies into tangible experiences2.
Build confidence through small acts of courage3.

The Relevance of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty Today

In a World of Digital Escapism

Today, many individuals turn to social media, video games, and virtual realities as
modern-day daydreams. The story reminds us to find a healthy balance between digital
escapism and genuine life experiences.

Inspiring Personal Transformation

Walter Mitty’s journey from passive dreamer to active participant encourages readers to
pursue their passions, take risks, and live more intentionally.

Encouraging Mindfulness and Presence

While daydreams are a natural part of the human experience, the story underscores the
importance of being present and appreciating the moment, fostering mental well-being
and fulfillment.



Conclusion: The Enduring Appeal of The Secret Life of
Walter Mitty

The Secret Life of Walter Mitty remains a compelling narrative that taps into universal
themes of adventure, self-discovery, and the human desire to transcend ordinary life.
Whether through literature, film, or cultural references, the story continues to inspire
individuals to dream big, embrace their inner hero, and find courage to transform
fantasies into reality. In a world filled with distractions and routine, Walter Mitty’s story
serves as a reminder that life’s true adventure begins when we dare to live it.

The Secret Life of Walter Mitty: Unveiling the Man Behind the Daydreams

In a world often dominated by routine, responsibilities, and the relentless pressure to
conform, it’s easy to imagine oneself escaping into a realm of fantasies—an alternate
universe where one is braver, more adventurous, or simply more extraordinary. This
universal human tendency finds a quintessential expression in James Thurber’s timeless
short story, The Secret Life of Walter Mitty. Although published in 1939, the tale
continues to resonate today, capturing the imagination of readers through its humorous
yet poignant depiction of a meek man’s vibrant inner world. But beyond its literary
charm, Walter Mitty embodies a complex psychological and cultural phenomenon—an
exploration of escapism, identity, and the human longing for significance.

This article delves into the layered dimensions of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty,
examining its origins, themes, cultural impact, and the enduring relevance of its
protagonist’s secret fantasies. By peeling back the layers of Thurber’s story, we can
better understand not just the man behind the daydreams, but also what those fantasies
reveal about the human condition in the modern age.

Origins and Context of the Story

The Birth of a Literary Icon

James Thurber, a renowned American humorist and cartoonist, penned The Secret Life of
Walter Mitty in the late 1930s, a period marked by economic upheaval and global
uncertainty. Thurber’s own life, characterized by a gentle humor and a keen insight into
human nature, provided fertile ground for this narrative. The story first appeared in The
New Yorker in 1939, quickly becoming one of the magazine’s most celebrated pieces.

Cultural Climate and Relevance

During Thurber’s era, American society grappled with the Great Depression’s aftermath,
wartime tensions, and a burgeoning media landscape. In this context, Mitty’s
escapisms—fantasies of heroism, competence, and grandeur—serve as a mirror to
collective anxieties and aspirations. The story’s humor lies in the contrast between
Mitty’s mundane reality and his vivid, often heroic fantasies, highlighting a universal
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human desire to transcend ordinary existence.

Exploring the Character of Walter Mitty

The Ordinary Man with Extraordinary Imagination

Walter Mitty is portrayed as an unassuming, timid man—an average suburbanite
burdened by everyday responsibilities. Yet, within his mind, he transforms into a series of
daring heroes, adventurers, and dignitaries. These fantasies are not mere daydreams;
they are elaborate narratives where Mitty assumes roles of power and prowess, starkly
contrasting his real-life meekness.

The Structure of Mitty’s Fantasies

Thurber masterfully interweaves Mitty’s real-world scenes with his imaginary escapades,
creating a rhythm that underscores the dichotomy between reality and fantasy. Some
notable examples include:

The Naval Commander: Mitty imagines himself commanding a battleship, exuding1.
confidence and authority.
The Surgical Expert: He visualizes himself performing a complex medical procedure2.
with skill and calm.
The Heroic Pilot: In another fantasy, Mitty is a fearless flying ace, navigating dangerous3.
skies.

These vivid daydreams serve as a psychological refuge, allowing Mitty to momentarily
escape the trivialities and humiliations of his daily life.

Themes and Symbolism

Escapism and the Human Condition

At its core, Thurber’s story explores the human tendency to retreat into fantasy as a
coping mechanism. For Mitty, these fantasies provide a temporary respite from feelings
of inadequacy and insignificance. Psychologists interpret such escapism as a way to
preserve self-esteem and manage stress—particularly relevant in a society where
conformity often suppresses individuality.

Identity and Self-Perception

Mitty’s fantasies also reveal his subconscious desire for affirmation and recognition. The
contrast between his real self and his imagined personas underscores a common
existential theme: the quest for purpose and acknowledgment. His daydreams are
manifestations of aspirations he cannot fully realize in his external life, exposing the gap
between self-image and actual identity.

Power and Vulnerability

Throughout the story, Mitty’s fantasies often involve scenes of dominance, competence,



and heroism, symbolizing the human longing for control and mastery. Conversely, his
real-world vulnerability—his nervousness, dependence, and social awkwardness—are laid
bare, highlighting the tension between internal desires and external realities.

Cultural Impact and Adaptations

Literary and Artistic Influence

The Secret Life of Walter Mitty has left an indelible mark on American culture, inspiring
countless adaptations across various media. Its themes of escapism and identity have
resonated with audiences worldwide, cementing Mitty as a cultural archetype of the
daydreamer.

Films and Media

The story has been adapted into several films, notably the 1947 version starring Danny
Kaye and the 2013 remake featuring Ben Stiller. Each adaptation emphasizes different
facets of Mitty’s character—ranging from comedic to introspective—reflecting changing
societal attitudes toward fantasy, heroism, and self-actualization.

The Modern Relevance of Walter Mitty

Escapism in the Digital Age

Today, the concept of escapism has taken on new dimensions with the advent of social
media, virtual reality, and immersive gaming. Like Mitty’s fantasies, digital environments
offer individuals a chance to craft idealized versions of themselves or live out
adventurous scenarios. In this context, Mitty’s daydreams serve as a precursor to modern
forms of escapism—highlighting a perennial human trait.

The Pursuit of Authenticity

Despite the allure of fantasy, contemporary discourse emphasizes authenticity and self-
acceptance. Mitty’s journey—from retreat into fantasies to embracing his real
self—mirrors ongoing societal debates about identity, mental health, and personal
growth. His story encourages reflection on how we balance imagination with reality and
find meaning in everyday life.

The Power of Imagination

In an increasingly complex world, Mitty’s fantasies remind us of the importance of
imagination as a vital human resource. They inspire creativity, resilience, and
hope—qualities essential for navigating personal and collective challenges.

Final Reflections: The Man Behind the Daydreams

Walter Mitty remains an enduring symbol of the human psyche’s capacity for imagination
and resilience. His secret life—rich with heroic exploits—serves as a testament to the
universal desire to transcend limitations and find significance. Thurber’s story challenges
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us to consider: while fantasies can provide solace, true fulfillment often lies in embracing
our authentic selves and stepping into the world with courage.

In the end, Walter Mitty’s secret life is not just a literary device but a mirror to our own
inner worlds. It invites us to reflect on the stories we tell ourselves, the roles we aspire to,
and the real adventures that await when we summon the courage to live beyond our
fantasies.

In conclusion, The Secret Life of Walter Mitty is more than a humorous tale; it is a
profound exploration of human nature. Whether as a commentary on societal pressures,
a psychological portrait, or a cultural touchstone, the story continues to inspire and
resonate. As we navigate our own daily lives, perhaps we can take a page from Mitty’s
book—dream boldly, but also dare to live authentically.

Questions & Answers About the secret life of walter
mitty

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the main plot of 'The
Secret Life of Walter Mitty'?

The film follows Walter Mitty, a daydreamer who
escapes his mundane life through vivid fantasies,
and embarks on an adventurous real-life journey to
find a missing photograph for his magazine.

2 Who stars as Walter Mitty in
the 2013 film adaptation?

Ben Stiller stars as Walter Mitty in the 2013
adaptation directed by and starring in the film.

3 How does 'The Secret Life of
Walter Mitty' explore themes
of imagination and reality?

The movie contrasts Walter’s vivid daydreams with
his real-life adventures, highlighting how
imagination can inspire change and personal
growth, while also emphasizing the importance of
engaging with reality.

4 What inspired the original
story by James Thurber?

James Thurber's short story, published in 1939, was
inspired by his own experiences with daydreaming
and the desire to escape mundane routines,
exploring the humorous and relatable aspects of
imagination.

5 What are some of the key
locations featured in the film?

The film features diverse locations such as
Greenland, Iceland, the Himalayas, and New York
City, symbolizing Walter’s global adventure.

6 How did critics respond to the
2013 adaptation of 'The
Secret Life of Walter Mitty'?

Critics generally praised Ben Stiller’s direction and
performance, highlighting the film’s inspiring
message, stunning visuals, and heartfelt
storytelling, though some noted it deviated from the
original story.



7 What message does 'The
Secret Life of Walter Mitty'
convey about pursuing one’s
dreams?

The film encourages viewers to step out of their
comfort zones, embrace adventure, and actively
pursue their dreams rather than merely imagining
them.

8 Has 'The Secret Life of Walter
Mitty' influenced popular
culture?

Yes, the film’s themes of adventure and self-
discovery, along with its memorable quotes and
visuals, have inspired many and contributed to its
status as an inspirational film.

9 Are there any notable
differences between the
original story and the 2013
film adaptation?

Yes, while the original story was a short, humorous
satire focusing on Walter’s fantasies, the film
expands into a full-length adventure with a focus on
personal growth and physical journey, adding
emotional depth and visual spectacle.

Walter Mitty, daydreams, adventure, imagination, comedy, fantasy, hero, escapism,
filmmaking, storytelling


	The Secret Life Of Walter Mitty
	Understanding the Origin of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty
	James Thurber’s Short Story and Its Context
	The Evolution into a Cultural Icon

	The Themes of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty
	Escapism and Imagination
	Conformity versus Individuality
	Self-Discovery and Courage

	Character Analysis: Walter Mitty and His World
	Walter Mitty: The Dreamer
	Supporting Characters and Their Roles

	The Impact and Legacy of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty
	Literary Signiﬁcance
	Film Adaptations and Modern Interpretations
	Cultural Signiﬁcance

	Lessons from The Secret Life of Walter Mitty
	Embrace Your Inner Hero
	Balance Dreams and Reality
	Overcoming Fear and Taking Action

	The Relevance of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty Today
	In a World of Digital Escapism
	Inspiring Personal Transformation
	Encouraging Mindfulness and Presence

	Conclusion: The Enduring Appeal of The Secret Life of Walter Mitty
	Questions & Answers About the secret life of walter mitty


