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Abstract 

This paper examines Matt Haig's 2020 novel "The Midnight Library" through the lens of Erik 

Erikson's psychosocial developmental theory, specifically focusing on the fifth stage of Identity 

vs. Role Confusion. The protagonist, Nora Seed, experiences a profound existential crisis that 

manifests as multiple suicide attempts, followed by a journey through the metaphysical 

"Midnight Library" where she explores alternate versions of her life. This research analyzes 

how Nora's journey represents the delayed resolution of adolescent identity formation and 

demonstrates how the narrative arc of the novel parallels Erikson's conceptualization of identity 

development. Through textual analysis and application of Eriksonian theory, this paper argues 

that Nora's eventual self-acceptance and life-affirming choice represent the successful 

resolution of the identity crisis that had remained unresolved into her adulthood. The findings 

suggest that Haig's novel offers valuable insights into the complexity of identity formation in 

contemporary society and illustrates how identity crises can persist and be resolved beyond 

adolescence. 
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Introduction 

Matt Haig's "The Midnight Library" (2020) presents a profound narrative about identity, regret, 

and possibility through its protagonist, Nora Seed, who finds herself in a supernatural library 

between life and death. This metaphysical space, managed by her former school librarian Mrs. 

Elm, contains books representing infinite versions of Nora's life based on different choices she 

might have made. The novel's premise creates a unique framework for examining fundamental 

questions about identity formation and life satisfaction, themes that align remarkably well with 

Erik Erikson's psychosocial developmental theory. 

 

Erikson's influential theory divides human development into eight distinct stages, each 

characterized by a psychosocial crisis that must be resolved for healthy psychological 

development. The fifth stage, Identity vs. Role Confusion, typically associated with 

adolescence, involves the formation of a coherent sense of self through experimentation with 

different roles and ideologies. This stage is particularly relevant to "The Midnight Library," as 

Nora's journey can be interpreted as a delayed resolution of this critical developmental crisis. 

While Nora is chronologically an adult in her mid-thirties, her narrative arc suggests an 

unresolved identity crisis stemming from adolescence. Her suicide attempt at the novel's 

beginning is precipitated by a profound sense of failure and disconnection from her own life, 

indicators of incomplete identity formation. Her statements to Mrs. Elm about lacking a career, 
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family, or even her pet reflect not merely situational despair but a fundamental uncertainty about 

who she is and what gives her life meaning. 

 

This paper posits that Nora's journey through the Midnight Library represents a compressed 

recapitulation of the identity formation process that Erikson described. By living out different 

potential lives, as an Olympic swimmer, a glaciologist, a rock star, a philosophy professor, 

among others, Nora engages in the identity experimentation that characterizes adolescent 

development. Through this process, she eventually achieves the identity synthesis that had 

previously eluded her, coming to understand her authentic self beyond the roles she might have 

played. 

 

This research contributes to the scholarly discourse on both Erikson's developmental theory and 

contemporary literature by demonstrating how fictional narratives can illuminate psychological 

processes. By analyzing "The Midnight Library" through an Eriksonian lens, this paper 

provides insights into how identity crises may manifest in contemporary contexts and how 

literature can serve as a vehicle for exploring complex psychological phenomena. 

 

Aims and Objectives 

This paper aims to explore how Nora Seed's journey through the Midnight Library represents a 

delayed resolution of Erikson's Identity vs. Role Confusion stage. By examining this 

contemporary novel through a psychological lens, this paper will shed light on both the literary 

portrayal of identity crisis and the real-world extensions of adolescent development into 

adulthood. The primary aim is to analyze Nora's initial identity diffusion, examining the 

Midnight Library as a space for identity exploration, tracking her psychological development 

across different lives, and understanding how her final choice represents successful identity 

achievement. 

 

Research Gap 

Most studies applying Erikson to literature focus on coming-of-age stories with teenage 

protagonists. Few researchers have examined how contemporary novels portray adults still 

grappling with unresolved adolescent identity crises—a growing phenomenon in our complex 

modern world. Additionally, fantastical narrative frameworks like Haig's Midnight Library 

offer unique opportunities to see psychological processes literally externalized, yet these 

metaphysical representations remain underexplored in literary scholarship. This research 

addresses these gaps by examining how Haig uses a supernatural premise to illuminate a very 

real developmental struggle. 

 

Scope and Limitations 

The scope of this research focused specifically on the Identity vs. Role Confusion stage of 

Erikson's theory because it most powerfully illuminates Nora's journey, though other 

interpretive frameworks could yield valuable insights. The analysis concentrates primarily on 

Nora's character development rather than broader narrative elements. While fiction offers 

powerful windows into psychological processes, the limitations in applying literary insights to 

real-world development. As a single-novel study framed by Western psychological concepts, 

this analysis can't claim universal applicability across all literature or cultures, but it does offer 

a meaningful example of how contemporary fiction grapples with extended identity formation 

in adulthood. 
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Erikson's influential theory divides human development into eight distinct stages, each 

characterized by a psychosocial crisis that must be resolved for healthy psychological 

development. The fifth stage, Identity vs. Role Confusion, typically associated with 

adolescence, involves the formation of a coherent sense of self through experimentation with 

different roles and ideologies. This stage is particularly relevant to "The Midnight Library," as 

Nora's journey can be interpreted as a delayed resolution of this critical developmental crisis. 

 

While Nora is chronologically an adult in her mid-thirties, her narrative arc suggests an 

unresolved identity crisis stemming from adolescence. Her suicide attempt at the novel's 

beginning is precipitated by a profound sense of failure and disconnection from her own life—

indicators of incomplete identity formation. Her statements to Mrs. Elm about lacking a career, 

family, or even her pet reflect not merely situational despair but a fundamental uncertainty about 

who she is and what gives her life meaning. 

 

This paper posits that Nora's journey through the Midnight Library represents a compressed 

recapitulation of the identity formation process that Erikson described. By living out different 

potential lives—as an Olympic swimmer, a glaciologist, a rock star, a philosophy professor, 

among others—Nora engages in the identity experimentation that characterizes adolescent 

development. Through this process, she eventually achieves the identity synthesis that had 

previously eluded her, coming to understand her authentic self beyond the roles she might have 

played. 

 

This research contributes to the scholarly discourse on both Erikson's developmental theory and 

contemporary literature by demonstrating how fictional narratives can illuminate psychological 

processes. By analyzing "The Midnight Library" through an Eriksonian lens, this paper 

provides insights into how identity crises may manifest in contemporary contexts and how 

literature can serve as a vehicle for exploring complex psychological phenomena. 

 

Literature Review 

Erikson's psychosocial developmental theory has been widely applied to literary analysis, 

providing valuable insights into character development and narrative arcs. Since its formulation 

in the mid-20th century, Erikson's eight-stage model has remained influential in understanding 

how individuals navigate identity formation throughout their lifespan. 

 

The fifth stage, Identity vs. Role Confusion, has received particular attention from scholars 

across disciplines. McAdams expanded on Erikson's concept of identity by introducing the 

notion of narrative identity, suggesting that individuals construct their identities through the 

stories they tell about themselves. This perspective is especially relevant to "The Midnight 

Library," where alternative life narratives form the core of the protagonist's journey toward self-

understanding. 

 

In literary criticism, Marcia's identity status paradigm, derived from Erikson's work, has been 

applied to analyze character development in contemporary fiction. Marcia identified four 

identity statuses: identity achievement, moratorium, foreclosure, and identity diffusion. These 

statuses offer nuanced ways to understand how literary characters navigate identity formation. 

Kroger and Marcia later refined these concepts, emphasizing that identity formation is not a 

linear process but may involve regression and progression throughout adulthood. 
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Recent research has increasingly focused on identity development beyond adolescence. Arnett's 

theory of emerging adulthood suggests that identity formation now often extends into the 

twenties and thirties in Western societies. This perspective aligns with Nora Seed's experience 

in "The Midnight Library," as she grapples with identity issues well into her thirties. Schwartz 

and colleagues have further expanded on this idea, arguing that globalization and increasing 

life choices have complicated identity formation, potentially prolonging the resolution of 

Erikson's fifth stage crisis. 

 

The intersection of existential philosophy and identity theory provides another relevant 

framework for analyzing "The Midnight Library." Yalom's work on existential psychotherapy 

identified four ultimate concerns that humans must confront: death, freedom, isolation, and 

meaninglessness. These concerns are vividly portrayed in Haig's novel through Nora's suicidal 

ideation, her exploration of different life choices, her profound loneliness, and her search for 

meaning. 

 

Literary analyses applying Eriksonian concepts to contemporary fiction have yielded valuable 

insights into character development. Johnson examined identity formation in young adult 

dystopian literature, finding that protagonists often resolve identity crises through resistance to 

societal expectations. Similarly, Patel applied Erikson's theory to analyze identity development 

in postcolonial novels, demonstrating how cultural displacement complicates identity 

formation. 

 

However, fewer studies have applied Erikson's theory to novels featuring adult protagonists 

experiencing delayed identity crises. This gap in the literature presents an opportunity to expand 

our understanding of how identity development may continue or resurface throughout 

adulthood, particularly in response to life crises or significant transitions. 

 

This paper contributes to the existing literature by analyzing how "The Midnight Library" 

portrays an adult character's delayed resolution of the Identity vs. Role Confusion crisis. By 

examining Nora's journey through multiple possible lives, this analysis provides insights into 

how contemporary fiction represents the complexity of identity formation in an age of 

seemingly infinite choices and parallel possibilities. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This paper employs Erikson's psychosocial developmental theory as its primary theoretical 

framework, with particular emphasis on the fifth stage: Identity vs. Role Confusion. 

Understanding the nuances of this developmental crisis is essential for analyzing Nora Seed's 

journey in "The Midnight Library." 

 

Erikson conceptualized identity as a subjective sense of sameness and continuity. During 

adolescence, individuals typically confront questions about who they are, what they believe, 

and what path they wish to follow in life. Successful resolution of this crisis leads to "identity 

achievement," characterized by commitment to specific values, beliefs, and goals after a period 

of exploration. Failure to resolve this crisis results in "role confusion," manifested as 

uncertainty about one's place in the world and difficulty making definitive commitments. 

 

Importantly, Erikson viewed development as epigenetic, meaning that while each stage has an 

optimal time for resolution, unresolved crises can persist into subsequent life phases. All 



 

 

European Economic Letters 

ISSN 2323-5233 

Vol 15, Issue 2 (2025) 

http://eelet.org.uk 

2241 

developmental stages exist from the beginning in some form, each coming to prominence 

during its respective period. This perspective is particularly relevant to understanding Nora, 

who at thirty-five is chronologically in Erikson's seventh stage (Generativity vs. Stagnation) 

but is clearly still grappling with the unresolved crisis of the fifth stage. 

 

Marcia's identity status paradigm provides additional theoretical tools for analyzing Nora's 

development. According to this model, individuals may be classified into four identity statuses: 

1. Identity Achievement: Having explored options and made commitments 

2. Moratorium: Actively exploring but not yet committed 

3. Foreclosure: Committed without exploration 

4. Identity Diffusion: Neither exploring nor committed 

 

At the novel's outset, Nora appears to be in a state of identity diffusion, having abandoned 

various paths without establishing clear commitments and feeling disconnected from any sense 

of purpose. Her journey through the Midnight Library represents a transition to moratorium 

status as she actively explores different possible identities. 

 

This paper also incorporates elements of existential theory, particularly Yalom's concepts of 

death awareness and freedom of choice. Nora's confrontation with death (her suicide attempt) 

forces her to examine her existence and the choices that have shaped her life. The Midnight 

Library itself serves as a metaphor for what existentialists like Sartre termed "radical 

freedom"—the sometimes-overwhelming burden of knowing that our choices define our 

existence. 

 

By integrating Eriksonian developmental theory with existentialist perspectives, this analysis 

examines how Nora's multiple lives in the Midnight Library represent not merely "what could 

have been" but more fundamentally "who she might have become." Through this framework, 

we can understand her journey as a process of identity integration rather than simply a fantasy 

of alternative life circumstances. 

 

Methodology 

This research employs qualitative literary analysis as its primary methodology, utilizing close 

textual reading and interpretation through the theoretical lens of Erikson's psychosocial 

developmental theory. The study follows a hermeneutic approach, focusing on both explicit and 

implicit textual evidence of identity development in "The Midnight Library." 

 

The textual analysis is structured chronologically, tracking Nora's development from her initial 

state of identity diffusion through her exploration of multiple possible selves to her eventual 

identity achievement. Special attention is given to turning points in the narrative that signify 

shifts in Nora's self-understanding. 

 

In addition to direct textual evidence, this analysis considers narrative structure, symbolism, 

and metaphor as they relate to identity development. The Midnight Library itself is analyzed as 

a metaphorical space representing the psychological process of identity exploration. 

 

To ensure theoretical validity, Erikson's original writings on identity development serve as the 

foundation for analysis, supplemented by more recent scholarly interpretations of his work. 
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Connections between textual evidence and theoretical concepts are explicitly established to 

demonstrate how the novel illustrates, challenges, or extends Eriksonian theory. 

 

This methodological approach allows for a comprehensive examination of how Nora's fictional 

journey through the Midnight Library represents the psychological process of resolving the 

Identity vs. Role Confusion crisis described by Erikson. By analyzing literary representations 

of psychological development, this research contributes to our understanding of both 

contemporary literature and developmental psychology. 

 

Analysis and Discussion 

Initial Identity Diffusion: Nora Before the Midnight Library 

At the novel's opening, Nora Seed exemplifies what Erikson would term "identity diffusion"—

a state characterized by a lack of coherent self-concept and absence of meaningful 

commitments. This diffusion is evidenced by her profound disconnection from her own life. 

When cataloging her regrets, Nora laments her losses—her job, her brother, and ultimately her 

way. This sentiment reflects not merely situational unhappiness but a fundamental alienation 

from her own identity. 

 

Nora's identity diffusion stems largely from abandoned commitments and foreclosed 

possibilities. She abandoned competitive swimming despite exceptional talent, quit her rock 

band The Labyrinths before they achieved success, ended her engagement to Dan, and 

abandoned her passion for glaciology. Each abandoned path represents not merely a changed 

circumstance but a rejected possible self. Erikson noted that identity formation requires not only 

exploration but commitment to chosen paths. Nora's pattern of exploration without sustained 

commitment has left her without the invigorating sameness and continuity that characterizes a 

healthy identity. 

 

The depth of Nora's identity diffusion is revealed when she reflects on being no one and nothing. 

This self-perception aligns with what Marcia described as the most severe form of identity 

diffusion—not merely uncertainty about identity, but the absence of any sense of self. This void 

ultimately leads to her suicide attempt, which Erikson might interpret as the ultimate expression 

of role confusion: the inability to envision a future self-worth becoming. 

 

Moratorium: The Midnight Library as Identity Laboratory 

Nora's arrival at the Midnight Library marks her transition to what Marcia termed 

"moratorium"—active exploration of identity options before making commitments. The library 

itself serves as a perfect metaphorical space for this exploratory phase, which Erikson described 

as a period of "psychosocial moratorium" when society allows adolescents to experiment with 

different roles. 

 

Mrs. Elm explains the library's function as existing between life and death, with every book 

providing a chance to try another life Nora could have lived. This premise establishes the 

narrative conditions for identity exploration in its purest form. Unlike real-life identity 

exploration, which is constrained by time and circumstance, the Midnight Library allows Nora 

to fully experience the outcomes of different life choices. 

 

As Nora samples different lives as an Olympic swimmer, a glaciologist, a rock star, a philosophy 

professor, a pub owner, and more, she is essentially trying on different identity commitments to 
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see which provides a sense of authenticity and fulfillment. This process mirrors what Erikson 

described as the healthy exploration necessary for identity achievement. 

A particularly revealing moment occurs during Nora's life as a famous rock star. Despite 

achieving the success she once dreamed of with The Labyrinths, she finds herself deeply 

unhappy, reflecting on the arbitrary nature of fame and the subjective nature of success. This 

realization illustrates Erikson's assertion that identity cannot be derived solely from external 

validation or achievement but must include a subjective sense of continuity and authenticity. 

 

The Social Dimension of Identity Formation 

Erikson emphasized that identity formation is inherently social, occurring at the intersection of 

personal preferences and societal expectations. This social dimension of identity development 

is evident throughout Nora's journey. 

 

In her life as "Duchess Nora" married to Dan, she confronts the tensions between social 

expectations and personal authenticity. Despite achieving the conventional markers of 

success—marriage, beautiful home, social status—she feels profoundly alienated. During a 

dinner party, she observes herself performing and living someone else's life. This experience 

aligns with Erikson's concept of "foreclosure"—committing to an identity based primarily on 

others' expectations rather than personal exploration. 

 

The social influences on Nora's identity crisis extend to family relationships, particularly with 

her brother Joe and her deceased mother. In one poignant scene with Mrs. Elm, Nora confesses 

her attempts to live up to her mother's expectations while still feeling like a failure. This struggle 

illustrates what Erikson termed "role confusion," resulting from conflicting expectations from 

significant others. 

 

Nora's relationship with her brother Joe represents another dimension of social identity. In a life 

where Joe survives, she discovers the impact her presence has on others—a recognition that 

identity includes not only who we perceive ourselves to be but how we exist in relation to 

others. Mrs. Elm explains the importance and interconnectedness of Nora's life with others, 

marking a critical step toward identity achievement, as Erikson maintained that healthy identity 

includes recognition of one's place within a social matrix. 

 

Existential Dimensions of Identity Crisis 

Though Erikson's theory provides the primary framework for this analysis, Nora's journey also 

illuminates existential dimensions of identity formation that complement Eriksonian concepts. 

The Midnight Library itself can be interpreted as a metaphor for what existentialists call "the 

vertigo of possibility"—the sometimes overwhelming awareness of freedom and choice. 

 

When Nora first encounters the seemingly infinite shelves of possible lives, she feels both 

fascination and dread at standing before the boundlessness of everything. This response echoes 

Kierkegaard's concept of anxiety as the "dizziness of freedom"—the recognition that identity is 

not predetermined but constructed through choices. 

 

As Nora progresses through various lives, she confronts what existentialists term "facticity"—

the unchangeable facts of existence that constrain absolute freedom. Her depression follows her 

across many lives, prompting her realization about carrying oneself wherever one goes. This 
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insight reflects the existential understanding that while we have freedom to choose, we cannot 

escape certain aspects of our being. 

 

The existential themes culminate in Nora's discovery of "the root life"—her original timeline 

that she had attempted to escape through suicide. Her decision to return to this life represents 

what existentialists call "authentic choice"—accepting responsibility for one's existence despite 

its limitations and disappointments. She expresses her desire to wake up only in her own life, 

signifying both existential authenticity and what Erikson would recognize as identity 

achievement. 

 

Resolution: Identity Achievement 

The novel's resolution depicts Nora's transition from identity diffusion to identity achievement. 

Having explored multiple possible selves, she returns to her original life with a transformed 

perspective. This transformation exemplifies what Erikson termed "identity synthesis"—the 

integration of various self-elements into a coherent whole. 

 

Nora's newfound identity is not based on any particular achievement or role but on a 

fundamental acceptance of herself across all possible variations. She recognizes her singularity 

and uniqueness as the only Mrs. Elm, Dylan, Hugo, and Nora. This recognition of uniqueness 

and continuity across different contexts is precisely what Erikson described as the core of 

healthy identity. 

 

Importantly, Nora's identity achievement does not require extraordinary success or dramatic life 

changes. Instead, it manifests as a shifted perspective on her existing circumstances. When she 

returns to her "root life," she still faces the same external challenges—unemployment, isolation, 

grief for her brother. What has changed is her relationship to these circumstances and to herself. 

She realizes that the problem lies not in the lives we regret not living but in regret itself, which 

makes us shrivel and wither. 

 

This insight reflects Erikson's understanding that identity achievement is not about finding the 

perfect life path but about committing authentically to chosen paths while integrating past 

experiences into a meaningful narrative. Nora's journey illustrates that identity formation is not 

merely about what one does but about how one understands and accepts oneself across various 

circumstances. 

 

Conclusion 

This analysis of Matt Haig's "The Midnight Library" through the lens of Erikson's fifth 

psychosocial stage reveals how contemporary fiction can illuminate complex psychological 

processes. Nora Seed's journey from suicidal despair to life-affirming acceptance represents a 

compelling literary depiction of resolving the Identity vs. Role Confusion crisis. 

 

Several key findings emerge from this analysis. First, the novel illustrates how identity crises 

may persist or reemerge in adulthood rather than being confined to adolescence. Nora's mid-

thirties existential crisis demonstrates the lasting impact of unresolved developmental tasks 

from earlier life stages, supporting Erikson's view that development is epigenetic rather than 

strictly sequential. 
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Second, "The Midnight Library" emphasizes the experiential dimension of identity formation. 

Through Nora's lived experiences in multiple possible lives, Haig suggests that identity cannot 

be theorized or imagined into existence but must be embodied and enacted. This aligns with 

Erikson's emphasis on identity as both internal self-perception and external action. 

 

Third, the novel highlights the relational aspect of identity. Nora's recognition of her 

connections to others—Mrs. Elm, her brother Joe, her student Dylan, her neighbor Ash, and 

even her cat—reveals how identity exists not in isolation but within a web of relationships. This 

supports Erikson's understanding of identity as fundamentally social rather than purely 

individual. 

 

Finally, Nora's ultimate return to her "root life" with transformed perspective illustrates 

Erikson's concept of identity synthesis—the integration of past experiences, present realities, 

and future possibilities into a coherent self-narrative. Her acceptance of life's imperfections 

while embracing its possibilities represents the essence of successful identity formation. 

 

These findings have implications for both literary analysis and psychological understanding. 

For literary scholars, this analysis demonstrates how psychological theories can enrich 

interpretation of contemporary fiction. For psychologists, the novel offers a compelling case 

study in how identity development may unfold in contemporary contexts characterized by 

seemingly infinite choices. 

 

Future research might explore how other contemporary novels depict identity development in 

an age of expanded possibilities and extended transitions to adulthood. Additionally, 

comparative analyses could examine how identity formation is portrayed across diverse cultural 

contexts in contemporary global literature. 

 

In conclusion, "The Midnight Library" offers more than an entertaining "what if" scenario; it 

provides profound insights into the psychological process of becoming oneself amid the 

dizzying array of possibilities that characterize contemporary life. Through Nora's journey from 

despair to self-acceptance, Haig illustrates both the challenges of identity formation and the 

transformative potential of resolving this fundamental developmental crisis. 
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