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This paper explores The Midnight Library by Matt Haig through the lens of feminist literary criticism,
existential philosophy, and psychological inquiry. It focuses on the protagonist, Nora Seed, whose journey
through multiple parallel lives serves as a metaphor for the struggle for feminine autonomy, emotional
authenticity, and the pursuit of meaning beyond societal expectations. The novel interrogates traditional
models of female fulfillment rooted in conformity, perfectionism, and relational identity, revealing the
psychological weight of gendered norms. Nora’s existential crisis mirrors what Betty Friedan termed “the
problem that has no name,” highlighting the emotional disconnect many women face despite outwardly
successful lives. Through speculative fiction, Haig reframes female subjectivity as a process of ongoing self-
discovery rather than a destination of externally defined success. Nora’s eventual return to her original life
represents a conscious act of agency, emphasizing that true empowerment lies in choosing life as it is—with
all its uncertainty, flaws, and possibilities. This study argues that The Midnight Library offers a contemporary

feminist vision of liberation through presence, self-awareness, and the courage to live authentically.
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INTRODUCTION

In an era marked by increasing awareness of mental health and gender inequality, contemporary
literature becomes a crucial space for reimagining happiness, identity, and women’s autonomy. Matt Haig’s
The Midnight Library (2020) is a speculative novel that places Nora Seed a woman grappling with regret,
depression, and a sense of failure at the center of this reimagination. Unlike conventional female protagonists
who either conform to societal expectations or are punished for resisting them, Nora embarks on a metaphysical

journey that enables her to confront the weight of other people’s definitions of success. This narrative
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foreground the emotional and existential awakening of a woman who, in the liminal space between life and

death, reclaims her agency and redefines what it means to live fully. The novel invites a rethinking of dominant

binaries such as success/failure, male/female, and conformity/choice.

The focus of this study is Nora Seed as a feminist-existential figure navigating the intersections of
gender, choice, and psychological liberation. The novel challenges traditional portrayals of women as
dependent, guilt-ridden, or self-sacrificing by presenting a protagonist who gradually disentangles herself from
these constraints. Nora’s transformation illustrates the convergence of Feminist Literary Theory, Existentialist
philosophy and psychological Realism, reshaping how we perceive women’s autonomy, mental health, and
the pursuit of happiness. Through her journey across parallel lives each reflecting a different societal ideal
Nora begins to understand that fulfilment cannot be externally defined but must emerge from inner clarity and

self-acceptance.

The Pursuit of True Happiness in The Midnight Library lies not in the realisation of ideal roles such as
the perfect wife, friend, or career woman, but in the rejection of prescriptive identities altogether. This paper
analyses how Nora’s existential crisis and recovery serve as a feminist response to what Betty Friedan called
The Problem That has No Name, revealing the silent, internalised discontent that haunts many women. Haig’s
novel ultimately affirms that happiness is not about perfection, but about presence, possibility, and personal

agency.

Matt Haig’s The Midnight Library explores the intersection of gender, identity, and existential despair
through the story of Nora Seed a woman burdened by regret and disillusionment. Trapped in a liminal space
between life and death, Nora is given the chance to explore the many paths her life could have taken. This
speculative journey offers a profound feminist commentary on societal expectations and the internalised
discontent women often face. Rather than conforming to conventional depictions of female protagonists,

Haig’s narrative presents a woman who reclaims her autonomy and redefines happiness.

The novel’s exploration of unlived lives resonates with Betty Friedan’s notion of The Problem That
has No Name. Friedan identified the silent suffering of many women who, despite leading seemingly fulfilling
lives, felt deeply unfulfilled due to restrictive gender roles. Nora’s depression stems not merely from failed
ambitions but from the pressure to meet societal ideals of success, relationships, and personal worth. Her
dissatisfaction mirrors the condition Friedan described a persistent sense of incompleteness when one's life is
measured against patriarchal standards. As Nora moves through each alternate life whether as a glaciologist,
a musician, or a mother she confronts the illusion that a single choice could have guaranteed her happiness.
These versions of success, while outwardly appealing, fail to satisfy her internal need for meaning and
connection. Haig challenges the myth that women can find happiness solely through external achievements or
conforming roles. Instead, he offers a narrative of self-discovery grounded in emotional truth and personal

agency.
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The novel also intersects with existentialist philosophy, particularly Simone de Beauvoir’s assertion

that freedom is central to human existence. De Beauvoir argued that women are historically denied the right
to transcend their given roles, often forced into definitions shaped by others. Nora’s journey reflects this
struggle. Her eventual realisation that no perfect life exists and that meaning must be forged through authentic
living marks a crucial feminist existential awakening. Moreover, Nora’s transformation is relational as well as
personal. She comes to value the small, emotional connections in her root life her love for her brother, the
kindness of a neighbour, the care she once dismissed. This shift emphasises that happiness lies not in perfection
but in presence. It aligns with feminist ethics of care, challenging individualistic, masculine conceptions of
existentialism that often overlook emotional labour and interpersonal bonds. Haig’s narrative invites readers
to question the societal definitions of success and fulfillment, especially as they apply to women. Through
Nora Seed’s metaphysical and emotional journey, the novel foregrounds the necessity of reclaiming one’s life
from the confines of gendered expectations. It powerfully illustrates that happiness is not found in idealised

versions of the self, but in the courage to live authentically even amid imperfection.

In The Midnight Library, Matt Haig crafts a metaphysical narrative that transcends traditional self-help
motifs, placing existential philosophy and feminist ethics at the heart of Nora Seed’s journey. Caught between
life and death, Nora is offered a chance to explore the lives she might have lived had she made different
choices. Each life represents not only a missed opportunity but also a reflection of the cultural, moral, and
emotional expectations society places on women. Through Nora, Haig engages in a rich ethical dialogue about

freedom, regret, and the nature of choice recasting existential ethics through a feminist lens.

Existentialist thinkers like Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir argue that individuals are
condemned to be free, meaning they must navigate the responsibility of defining their own meaning in an
indifferent universe. While this notion emphasises autonomy and radical choice, it often omits the unique
constraints that shape women's decisions particularly the social roles they are expected to fulfill. Nora’s
dissatisfaction, anxiety, and self-loathing stem not from a lack of ambition, but from internalised guilt for
failing to meet expectations as a daughter, friend, professional, and partner. Her crisis reflects not just
existential despair but what Betty Friedan termed The Problem That has No Name a subtle yet profound
discontent stemming from living a life other have scripted. Nora’s evolution challenges the dominant,
masculine-coded narrative of existentialism that valorises detachment and autonomy. Instead, she embodies
an ethics of relationality. Her growing empathy for herself and others her brother, her former cat, even her
regrets reveals that ethical existence involves not just self-definition but compassion. Virginia Held and Carol
Gilligan’s feminist ethics of care align with this view, emphasising the moral significance of empathy, context,

and emotional responsibility in ethical decision-making.

Ultimately, Nora chooses to return to her root life with no promise of perfection but with the
understanding that life’s meaning is found in how one chooses to live it. Her choice reflects a reclamation of

agency, not through grand transformations but through the quiet strength of presence, forgiveness, and hope.
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Through The Midnight Library, Haig challenges readers to reflect on the complexity of freedom, especially

for women burdened with conflicting ideals. Nora Seed’s journey becomes an existential case study in how
navigating choice within social frameworks can lead not only to despair but also to ethical awakening and

personal liberation.

Matt Haig’s The Midnight Library offers a profound meditation on the silent weight of societal
expectations, regret, and the search for self in a world that often prioritizes achievement over authenticity.
Through Nora Seed’s metaphysical journey across alternate realities, the novel dismantles the illusion of a
singular, perfect life and exposes the emotional cost of internalizing prescribed gender roles. Each version of
Nora’s life reveals the emptiness behind socially sanctioned ideals of success, especially when they come at
the expense of personal agency and emotional truth. Anchored in feminist and existentialist frameworks,
Nora’s transformation is not marked by external change but by an inner shift an acceptance of imperfection
and a redefinition of purpose. Her decision to return to her original life is not an act of resignation, but of
radical empowerment. It signifies a conscious choice to live with intention, uncertainty, and emotional honesty.
This choice, made in the face of fear and unresolved pain, affirms her autonomy and signals a departure from
narratives that bind feminine worth to relational or societal validation. Ultimately, The Midnight Library
redefines happiness as a fluid, ongoing journey of becoming rather than a fixed ideal. Nora’s story becomes a
powerful testament to the strength found in vulnerability, self-determination, and the courage to inhabit one’s
life fully. Haig’s novel thus stands as a compelling feminist narrative that champions psychological resilience

and the transformative potential of choosing to live—authentically and unapologetically—in the present.
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