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ABSTRACT: Matt Haig's novel, The Midnight Library, dives deep into themes of choice, identity, and the will to live. 
It tells the story of Nora Seed, a thirty-five-year-old woman living in Bedford, England. After one disastrous day where 
she loses her job, her cat, her piano student, and nearly all her connections with friends and family, she reaches a 
breaking point and decides to end her life. This research project explores those heavy themes, weaving together literary 
insights and philosophical reflections on Nora's journey. Waking up in the Midnight Library, an endless, surreal space 
that lies somewhere between life and death, she finds her childhood librarian, Mrs. Elm, watching over it all. Each book 
on those infinite shelves shows a life she could've lived if she'd made different choices. 
 

Every time she cracks open a book, she steps into another life. She imagines what it’d be like to be an Olympic 
swimmer or a rock star, a glaciologist exploring the Arctic, or even a vineyard owner. She could’ve been a married 
woman too. But with each imagined life comes its own losses. Every dream holds its own failures and unique grief. 
This project takes a close look at the novel's main argument: life’s not perfect. Regret twists our perception, making it 
harder to see missed opportunities clearly. The urge to live fully doesn’t rely on everything being just right outside. It’s 
really about finding your own meaning and connection to the present.I’m diving into the novel using ideas from 
existential philosophy, especially thoughts from Henry David Thoreau, Albert Camus, and Sartre. Their ideas pop up 
throughout the story. I’ll also touch on how this ties into today's discussions about mental health. 
 

The Midnight Library argues for being philosophical fiction. It tackles themes of depression and suicidal thoughts while 
offering a heartfelt perspective on the undeniable worth of living a single life. 
 

I. INTRODUCTION: THE SPACE BETWEEN LIFE AND DEATH 

 

Matt Haig isn’t just a writer; he pours his personal battles with depression and anxiety into his work. His memoir, 
Reasons to Stay Alive (2015), dives into his struggle with mental illness and offers a beacon of hope for readers fighting 
similar demons. Then there's Notes on a Nervous Planet (2018), where he tackles the toll modern life takes on our 
mental health.In The Midnight Library (2020), he takes these themes into a fictional realm. This story looks at how 
depression can trick people into believing they've made all the wrong choices and that they've missed out on better 
lives. It reflects the complicated relationship many have with their decisions and paths in life. 
 

Nora Seed's journey starts when she's thirty-five and feels trapped in a hopeless situation. After losing her job, her 
beloved cat, and drifting away from her friends, she makes the heartbreaking decision to end her life. Instead of 
meeting her end, she finds herself in the Midnight Library a strange and magical place, suspended between life and 
death. There, she meets Mrs. Elm, her old school librarian, who runs the place. Each book in this library holds a 
different version of Nora's life, showcasing all the paths she could've taken if she'd made different choices. As Nora 
dives into these alternate lives, she discovers that while each one offers its own moments of joy, they also come with 
their share of struggles and disappointments. 
 

Slowly, she realizes that regret doesn’t always reveal the whole truth. No one's life is perfect. The novel draws from 
themes of choice, identity, and what life really means. It echoes the thoughts of writers like Sylvia Plath. Her reflections 
on wanting to experience many different lives set the stage for the book’s main idea. 
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Through Nora's journey, Haig illustrates that happiness isn’t about living a flawless life; it's about accepting who you 
are and appreciating the value of the present moment. This research examines how The Midnight Library showcases 
regret and hope. It digs into mental health and highlights why choosing life matters, all through a straightforward yet 
impactful story. 
 

1. The Architecture of Regret: Nora Seed’s Root Life 

The Midnight Library kicks off with Nora Seed, stuck in a life that feels overwhelming even before she steps into the 
library. Matt Haig sets a countdown to the moment Nora considers ending it all. This approach really pulls at your 
heartstrings, laying bare the depth of her sadness. Each tick of the clock brings another disappointment, piling on the 
weight of her struggles. These scenes vividly show how depression can twist your view, making everything seem 
hopeless.On that same fateful day, Nora faces a series of tough blows. First, she loses her job at the music shop that 
meant so much to her.  
 

Her world shatters when her beloved cat, Voltaire, gets killed in a road accident. Next, she runs into Ravi, her old 
bandmate, who brings back memories of the fallout from her leaving the band, adding to her heavy heart. She tries 
reaching out to her best friend, Izzy, but gets no response. As if things couldn't get worse, her piano student Leo drops 
out of lessons, and Mr. Banerjee, her elderly neighbor, tells her he no longer needs her help—his medicine will be 
delivered now. Each of these moments might feel like a normal part of life, but stacked together, they leave Nora 
feeling isolated, unwanted, and questioning her purpose. Nora's sadness didn't just spring up out of nowhere; it crept in 
over the years, fueled by fear, regret, and self-doubt. As a teenager, she had a real shot at being a competitive swimmer, 
but her lack of confidence led her to walk away from it all. Music was another talent she had in spades. Her band, The 
Labyrinths, had potential for success, yet she chose to leave it behind because of anxiety and personal fears. This 
ultimately drove a wedge between her and those she cared about, like her brother Joe and her friend Izzy. 
 

She didn’t always make choices confidently; more often, she held back. Scared of failing and the disappointment that 
came with it, she dodges risks, worrying about making mistakes. Ravi calls what Nora experiences “life fright,” which 
captures her fear of living fully. By shying away from opportunities, she just digs herself deeper into unhappiness. The 
novel hints that this fear ties directly to her depression. Those negative thoughts can keep someone from moving 
forward and enjoying life. Haig paints a true-to-life picture of Nora's struggle with depression. 
 

Living alone in a tiny apartment, she spends hours scrolling through social media, watching other people’s seemingly 
perfect lives. To cope with her depression, she relies on medication. Despite having studied philosophy and diving into 
the works of thinkers like Nietzsche, Camus, and Thoreau, those ideas feel distant and unhelpful in her own struggles. 
Often, she feels a deep disconnect from everyone around her.Through Nora’s journey, the novel shows how loneliness, 
regret, and the lack of meaningful connections can drain hope from life. This heavy emotional burden pushes her 
toward the Midnight Library. It’s here she starts to grasp the real value of her own existence. 
 

2. The Midnight Library as Philosophical Space 

The Midnight Library isn't just a backdrop; it's the heart of the story. On the surface, it represents the space between 
Nora's suicide attempt and her journey toward recovery or death. This in-between place is described as "always 
midnight, always the same level of dark outside the windows, always peaceful." You can picture infinite shelves 
stretching out in every direction, each lined with books. Each book tells the story of an alternate life and serves as a 
gateway into it. 
 

Running the place is Mrs. Elm. Nora remembers her as someone who really got her, more than anyone else in school. 
Elm radiated warmth and respect. She sparked Nora's interest in becoming a glaciologist. They’d play chess together, 
and she listened in ways Nora's parents never did. 
 

Picking a library as the afterlife's waiting room makes perfect sense. A library's a world full of possibilities. It’s packed 
with all the books you could ever read. It's a treasure trove of knowledge and a gateway to countless lives waiting to be 
explored. 
 

This space has a unique vibe and care to it. Mrs. Elm’s the librarian, and she believes Nora needs to choose which 
books to dive into. She points Nora in the right direction but doesn’t just tell her what to do. As Mrs. Elm puts it, 
“Librarians have knowledge. They guide you to the right books. The right worlds. They find the best places. Like soul-
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enhanced search engines.” But there’s a catch. Mrs. Elm makes it clear: “You also have to know what you like. What to 
type into the metaphorical search box.” 

 

You often need to experiment a bit before things become clear. The library can't define who Nora is or what she desires. 
It can only offer the books; the reading and living are up to her. 
 

The Book of Regrets is a hefty tome that captures every regret Nora's gathered throughout her life. This serves as one 
of the novel's sharpest insights. When she cracks it open, she's met with an endless list of mistakes and missteps. 
 

Regrets can be big or small. Some might regret quitting swimming, leaving the band, or backing out of a wedding. 
Others might feel bad about not visiting their dad more before he passed or letting a friendship slip away. When you 
pile them all up, it can really impact your mood—almost like feeling depressed. It leads to a sense that life has been 
nothing but a series of setbacks. Haig’s storytelling approach puts each regret under the microscope, exploring what life 
could’ve looked like if different choices had been made. 
 

One by one, the lives Nora thought she’d prefer reveal their own grief, failure, and loss once she experiences them.The 
Midnight Library also serves as a space for deep thought about time and choice. It taps into the concept of possible 
worlds, a philosophical idea linked to thinkers like Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and David Lewis. The world we live in is 
just one of many possibilities, and each feels just as real as ours. Nora's time in the library makes this thought 
experiment real. She slips into different possible worlds and lives in each one for a while before coming back. What she 
finds out is striking: no world is perfect. The idea of "if only I had done X" just doesn’t hold up. Each world has its own 
share of losses, regrets, and things left undone. 
 

3. The Many Lives of Nora Seed: Identity and Self 
In the Midnight Library, Nora Seed dives into a bunch of alternate lives. She pictures herself as an Olympic swimmer 
and even as a famous rock star. There’s a version of her exploring glaciers in Norway, one owning a vineyard, and 
another living happily married to Dan. She even thinks about moving to Australia with her friend Izzy. At first glance, 
each life seems perfect. Still, none of them brings Nora the total happiness she hoped for. This novel really shows that 
no matter the path, suffering, uncertainty, and regret linger in every life. 
 

Nora’s journey as an Olympic swimmer throws her into fame and success, but it comes at a cost. She's sacrificed 
friendships and put aside her intellectual passions. While she dazzles crowds of thousands in São Paulo, enjoying the 
rock star lifestyle, loneliness and pressure weigh heavily on her. Her relationship with her brother  
Joe feels strained, even though millions adore her from afar. Despite all the attention, she often feels completely alone. 
The situation in Australia is the toughest for her. Nora once dreamed of Australia as a place of freedom and escape. 
Now, it’s marred by tragedy; Izzy has died in a car accident on her way to celebrate Nora’s birthday. 
 

Nora grapples with survivor’s guilt while working at a ferry terminal. She’s on medication for depression and feels 
trapped in an unhappy life. Her journey shows that simply changing scenery doesn’t erase emotional pain. 
 

This struggle leads to the novel’s key philosophical idea, summed up by Mrs. Elm: “You can choose choices but not 
outcomes.” Every choice brings its own mix of gains and losses, and there’s no guarantee of a perfect life. What once 
felt like defining failures for Nora turns out to be skewed by her depression, not grounded in reality. 
The alternate lives in the story spark important questions about identity. 
 

Nora stays true to herself, no matter how many careers she explores or what life throws her way. She's thoughtful, 
curious, musical, and compassionate. Deep in thought, she often reflects on life’s bigger questions. Even when 
everything around her shifts dramatically, her core personality remains the same. This novel suggests that identity isn’t 
just about achievements, fame, or who you're with. It’s rooted in those lasting qualities of character that stick with you 
through every twist and turn in life. 
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4. Mental Health and the Contemporary Novel 
The Midnight Library really grabs attention as a significant piece of modern fiction. It dives deep into mental health 
issues, especially depression and thoughts of suicide. This focus isn’t new; it harks back to earlier works like Sylvia 
Plath’s The Bell Jar from 1963. Recent novels also tackle these themes, including Andrew Sean Greer’s Less (2017), 
Hanya Yanagihara’s A Little Life (2015), and Sally Rooney’s takes on anxiety and dysthymia. 
 

Matt Haig’s style stands out because of its light tone. He mixes humor with deep thinking and keeps things accessible, 
which feels pretty refreshing. This contrasts sharply with the heavy emotional weight often found in classic stories 
about depression. 
 

Kicking off with a countdown, the novel states: “Twenty-seven hours before she decided to die” and “Nine and a half 
hours before she decided to die.” That could come off as pretty grim. But Haig manages to keep the vibe from feeling 
too heavy. His storytelling is sharp and sometimes darkly funny, always empathetic without getting overly 
sentimental.Nora’s reaction to her dead cat Voltaire hits hard. She realizes that his “total absence of pain” makes her 
feel something unexpected: envy. It’s a gut punch, and it drives home how severe depression works. When people are in 
that place, they often don’t fear death; instead, they see it as a way to escape their exhaustion. The narrative doesn’t 
glorify or promote suicidal thoughts, though. 
 

Haig talks about antidepressants in a way that feels fair and understanding. In one life, Nora uses sertraline; in another, 
she takes fluoxetine.  
 

The novel doesn’t present medication as a cure or brush it off as useless. It shows medication as part of a larger care 
system. This aligns with Haig’s broader perspective, which he also shares in Reasons to Stay Alive. He sees depression 
as both a medical issue and a matter of existence, suggesting that tackling it needs a mix of support rather than one fix-

all solution. 
 

A striking metaphor in the novel features fish in a tank. Some of the fish stay below a marked line while others, treated 
with Prozac, swim above it. 
 

Nora takes this concept further. She pictures Australia as an “empty fish tank” after a loss. In that moment, she finds it 
hard to get motivated to rise again. This metaphor moves the focus away from just biological reasons for depression, 
showing how much our surroundings and sense of purpose really matter. 
 

5. Philosophy, Free Will, and the Question of Choice   
The Midnight Library goes beyond just telling a story about alternate lives. It digs deep into the big questions around 
free will, determinism, and what choice really means. This novel pulls from existentialism and pragmatism, pushing 
readers to think about how we handle regret and the possibilities life offers. Early on, Nora looks up to Henry David 
Thoreau, grappling with his ideas in Walden and his well-known advice to "go confidently in the direction of your 
dreams." 

 

Her reaction is skeptical. She knows those feel-good ideals often overlook the messy reality of life. Desire, 
circumstances, and limitations always get in the way of “dreams.”  
 

A key point in the novel is the push and pull between free will and determinism. In one conversation, Nora’s boss 
claims free will is real. Nora counters with a deterministic view, arguing that every choice stems from previous causes. 
This brings up a classic philosophical dilemma. If everything we do is shaped by what came before, then real choice 
might just be an illusion. 
 

The story dives into existentialism, echoing ideas from Jean-Paul Sartre, who claimed that humans are “condemned to 
be free.” In other words, we have to own our choices, even in a world that often feels random or uncaring. 
 

Yet, it doesn’t just focus on the idea of absolute freedom. With infinite parallel lives in play, every choice leads to 
different outcomes. Still, Nora’s core identity stays the same across these various paths. This suggests a tricky kind of 
determinism at the character level. Sure, the paths might split, but the self keeps certain patterns, desires, and 
limitations intact. 
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The novel’s ending connects with Albert Camus's philosophy. Camus believed that life doesn’t have a built-in or 
universal meaning, but that doesn’t take away from its value. Instead, we find meaning through our experiences and by 
engaging with life. When Mrs. Elm says, “the only way to learn is to live,” she emphasizes action instead of just 
thinking. It shows that we truly understand things best by participating in life, not just by chasing abstract ideas. The 
concept of the multiverse acts like a philosophical thought experiment, not a scientific statement. 
 

This text makes you think about all the what-ifs in life. Every person is just one possibility among endless choices we 
make, both big and small. Considering all the different versions of ourselves nudges us toward accepting our flaws. 
Meaning doesn’t pop up from picking the ideal life; it comes from embracing the one we’re actually living. 
 

6. The Will to Live: Conclusion and Legacy 

Midnight Library hits its emotional peak when Nora dives into those alternate lives. She figures out that none of them 
really lets her escape loss, regret, or dissatisfaction for good. What changes her view isn’t some big, dramatic moment. 
Instead, it’s a collection of small but meaningful memories that add up.  
 

Thinking back to helping Mr. Banerjee, teaching Leo piano sticks with her, and those little moments with Ash all mean 
a lot. She can't forget about her brother Joe, whose presence lingers, even if it's just in her thoughts. 
 

These details show that meaning doesn't come from perfection. It’s rooted in connection and influence, no matter how 
ordinary or incomplete. A major turning point hits when Hugo steps in, a figure from another life. He warns Nora about 
the trap of staying too long in the Midnight Library. His message makes it clear that too much escaping can wipe out 
who you are. The idea of the “gate” signals urgency. You can’t keep putting off the choice to return to life. This really 
drives home the novel’s main point: living takes commitment, not just endless tweaking. Nora’s final realization is 
subtle; it’s not a big, dramatic moment. 
 

She realizes that no alternate life can fix her dissatisfaction. The issue isn't her life; it's how she looks at it. She isn't 
after a different existence but a new way to connect with the one she’s got. As the library falls apart, she focuses on 
simple sensory details and emotions. Water, music, and memories pull her back to being present.The ending flips 
traditional ideas of success on their head. Nora doesn’t become something extraordinary; she learns to be present. Her 
recovery is rooted in the everyday moments of life. 
 

This taps into a bigger philosophical idea, echoing Albert Camus's view. Meaning isn't about escaping ordinary life; it’s 
about really diving into it. 
 

Looking at it through a literary lens, the novel fits into a long line of philosophical fiction, from "Candide" to 
"Siddhartha." It also touches on today’s conversations around mental health and self-perception. Nora's struggles shape 
a skewed version of her story. Midnight Library acts as a tool for breaking that narrative down.The book points out that 
healing doesn’t come from chasing a perfect life. It’s really about embracing our messy, imperfect lives with clarity. 
 

Meaning doesn't lie hidden somewhere else; it gets rebuilt in the everyday act of living. Once you see this, it becomes 
clear that ordinary life is more than enough. That realization wraps up the novel with a quiet yet strong message. 
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