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PERSONALITY OF EMMA REFLECTED IN DAVID 

 NICHOLLS ONE DAY NOVEL (2009): 

 A PSYCHOANALYTIC APPROACH 

Ratna Purwaningsih 

Abdillah Nugroho 

Nur Hidayat 

 

ABSTRACT 

The main aim of this study is to find personality reflected in David 

Nicholls’s One Day by correlating the structural elements and the 

psychoanalytical perspective presented by Sigmund Freud. 

 This study uses qualitative method. This method takes the data from both 

primary and secondary data source. The primary data source is the novel One Day 

written by David Nicholls through the sentences, dialogue, conflict, and events 

from this novel. Meanwhile, the secondary data sources are the others related to 

the primary source. Data collecting technique in this study is library research. In 

analyzing the data the researcher uses descriptive analysis. 

 The outcome of this study is that the human personality depends on the 

condition as reflected on the major character, Emma Morley. Here, the major 

character changes from a little self-confidence to be a self-confident because her 

struggle to get a good life after graduation in university. Nicholls also shows that 

Emma has three characteristics of personality so she is able to have good 

personality based on her two universal observation of personality change, the 

feeling process and the personal relationship. 
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A. Introduction 

In reality, personality of human is the particular combination of 

emotional, attitudinal, and behavioral response patterns of an individual. 

Personality is usually broken into components called the Big Five, which are 

openness to experience, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and 

neuroticism (or emotionality). These components are generally stable over time 

and appear to be attributable to a person’s genetics rather than the effects of 

one’s environment. Emotion is often the driving force behind motivation, 

positive or negative. It shows in One Day novel written by David Nicholls.  

One Day is a novel by David Nicholls, published in 2009. Each 

chapter covers the lives of two protagonists on 15 July, St. Swithin's Day, for 

twenty years. This novel tells the story about personality of Emma and Dexter. 

When Dexter and Emma spend the night together following their graduation 

from Edinburgh University in 1988. They talk about how they will be once 

they are 40. While they do not become romantically involved completely, this 

is the beginning of their friendship. The novel visits their lives and their 

relationship on July 15 in successive years in each chapter for 20 years. Emma 

wants to improve the world and begins writing and performing plays, which 

remain unsuccessful, while Dexter travels through the world, drinking and 

hooking up with women. Eventually both move to London where Emma 

becomes a waitress in Kentish Town at a Tex-Mex restaurant, while Dexter 

becomes a successful television presenter.  

There are four reasons why the writer chooses this novel. The first 

reason is unique and interesting because the novel tells the story of friendship 

and love but it is not fairytale. One Day is really about loneliness and the 

casual savagery of fate, the tragic gap between youthful aspiration and the 

compromises that we end up tolerating. The second is that the novel has great 

possibility to know the phenomenon of psychological problems in character. 

The third reason is that the novel has a good meaning in our life. The fourth 

reason because these novels teach about personality change to be good 
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personality. So, the writer constructs the title Personality of Emma reflected in 

David Nicholls One Day Novel (2009): a psychoanalytic approach. 

But as far as the writer knows, there is no researcher who had studied 

David Nicholls One Day novel before at least in Muhammadiyah University of 

Surakarta, so this study is the first study.  

 Based on these explanations, the writer can observe One Day novel 

by using Psychoanalytic Approach “How is the personality of Emma reflected 

in David Nicholls One Day novel?” 

In this study, the writer will focus on the analysis of main characters 

personality and the ego of Emma, which appears using psychoanalytic 

approach. Dealing with the statement above, the objectives of the study are to 

analyze the novel based on the structural element of the movie, and to analyze 

the novel based on the psychoanalytic approach. 

The benefits expected from this study as follows, first is Theoretical 

Benefit that this research of this study is expected to be able to give theoretical 

contribution in literature study, especially psychoanalytic study on literature 

about personality. Second, Practical Benefit that this research can give more 

understanding about the novel, especially the personality in One Day novel 

from psychoanalytic approach. 

Underlying Theory 

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) developed his ideas about psychoanalytic 

theory from work with mental patients. Freud believed that personality has 

three structures: the id, the ego, and the superego. 

1) Id (‘das Es’) 

Id is the biological aspect and the original system in the 

personality. According to Freud (Lawrence, 1984:76), “The id is 

demanding, impulsive, blind rational, asocial, selfish, and finally pleasure 

loving”. 

2) Ego (‘das Ich’) 

Ego is mother system in the personality. Freud (in Hall, 1985:34) 

states that the Ego is “the result of the creation of spiritual inner systems as 



the result of reciprocal relationship between an individual and his world. 

Freud declares that the ego is actions based on the reality principle. The id 

and the ego have no morality. They do not take into account whether 

something is right or wrong. 

3) Superego (‘das Uber-Ich’) 

The superego is the Freudian structure of personality that is the 

moral branch of personality. The superego takes into account whether 

something is right or wrong. They probably are beginning to sense that both 

the id and the superego make life rough for the ego.  

Research Method 

In this research, the writer uses the qualitative research. It is library 

research while data source are using literary data. The object of the study is 

One Day novel directed by David Nicholls and was released in 2009. Type of 

the data is in the form of novel entitled One Day by David Nicholls.  The 

technique of the data collecting is library research, the steps are: Reading the 

novel. Determining the character that will be analyzed. Taking notes of 

important parts in both primary and secondary data. Classifying and 

determining the relevant data. Taking notes from the material and some other 

resources related to the novel. The technique used in analyzing the data is 

descriptive analysis. It concerns with the structural elements of the novel and 

psychoanalytic approach. 

 

B. Discussion 

The author describes that human personality can be change and it is 

shown in the major character, Emma Morley. Nicholls draws the character in 

such a way to show the life after getting graduation that is full of struggle to get 

suitable job. Nicholls describes Emma as a wearing thick rimmed, black NHS 

glasses and has mousy brown hair.  

Emma’s character is built up mainly through her job and her 

personality. She has a big heart, which the reader notices from the beginning 

when it becomes obvious that she has been in love with Dexter for a while. She 



finishes university and starts a job in a greasy. Mexican food restaurant. 

Through what she says about the place, the reader understands that she does 

not really want to be there. 

At the mean time, Nicholls chooses of time every July 15th during in 

1988 until 2006. In the meanwhile, the setting of place takes place in some 

cities like Edinburgh, Brixton, Earls Court, Oxford shire and etc. The story, 

which takes place in different places, makes the story more interesting. 

Further, Nicholls chooses a traditional plot in One Day. It begins with 

in exposition when Dexter and Emma spend the night together following their 

graduation from Edinburgh University in 1988. They talk about how they will 

be once they are 40. While they do not become romantically involved 

completely, this is the beginning of their friendship. The novel visits their lives 

and their relationship on July 15 in successive years in each chapter for 20 

years. Emma wants to improve the world and begins writing and performing 

plays, which remain unsuccessful, while Dexter travels through the world, 

drinking and hooking up with women. Eventually both move to London where 

Emma becomes a waitress in Kentish Town at a Tex-Mex restaurant, while 

Dexter becomes a successful television presenter. 

Further, the climax is when Emma and Dexter form a relationship and 

are happy together, with plans to marry at some point, however Emma wants a 

child. The couple finds themselves frustrated by the failing attempts to have a 

child. Dexter however is able to open a deli-cafe and finds himself on his way 

back to being successful again. On the anniversary of the day they met after 

graduation and the day they got together, Emma and Dexter have an 

appointment to see a house. While travelling there, Emma has a bike accident 

and dies. The ends with a memory of what happened after that first night 

together in 1988 and Emma's and Dexter's first kiss and promise to stay in 

touch and their goodbye. 

In presenting the story, Nicholls employs point of view as third person 

omniscient narrator since it gives him a freedom to reveal what character 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edinburgh_University
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thought, feeling, and motivates. He can describe the agents and situation 

events easily. 

One Day is built in both standard and non-standard grammatical 

structure within dialogue or narration. It can be seen from the narration in 

during the story. There is also standard and non-standard grammatical 

structure in the dialogue. 

In brief explanation mentioned above, it could be concluded that 

David Nicholls uses all the structural elements in the story including 

character and characterization, setting, plot, point of view and style to build 

the theme. All of this part of structural elements supports each other to make 

a unity of a story. Setting image, character and characterization supports 

theme and even theme can be an element to unite plot. Meanwhile, point of 

view gives the writer a chance to move easily between characters mind and 

motives. Style, however, can determine characters identity or even their social 

circumstance, or the characterization by considering the way they speak. Each 

element cannot be separated from one another since it will influence the story 

and theme. 

David Nicholls in One Day shows the different personality in Emma 

Morley. The structure of personality: the id, the ego and the superego influence 

her personality. From the start Emma is depicted to be the brainy of the two 

and the most straight-laced. She is not the type of person that Dexter would 

normally get into bed with and that’s what makes her so hesitant and she is just 

pleased that he is there with her at all. She is described as wearing thick 

rimmed, black NHS glasses and has mousy brown hair. She has not self-

confidence with it. 

The first id when Emma has a jealous with Dexter, because she loves 

him. But, Dexter comes into her restaurant with another girl. Her ego described 

when Emma chooses that she never be married, with Dexter or another 

boyfriend. And her superego is the reality when Dexter married with Emma. 

After they pass through more hindrance in each their live, for the ending they 

are become together. 



Further, Nicholls also describes the character of Emma to be different. 

It can be said that Emma has a more lesson of live. She can be a good waitress 

and a good drama teacher, after graduating in Edinburgh University. Nicholls 

may want to give a description of a process to be a good self-confidence from 

his novel.  

Nicholls also describes the story love in Emma’s life. Emma tries to 

overcome her problems and begins to write, while Dexter is unemployed and 

overwhelmed by his role as a father after his divorce from Sylvie, who was 

having an affair. After realizing this, he and Emma have sex for the first time. 

They do not get together and Emma leaves to go to Paris in the hope of writing 

a sequel to her first successful children's novel. When Dexter visits her in Paris, 

he learns that she met someone and likes him and for the first time admits his 

feelings to her. After talking about their relationship, Emma chooses Dexter. 

 

C. Conclusion  

1. Conclusion  

David Nicholls wants to deliver moral message in this One Day 

novel that the good personality is the process to be good confidence. The 

people must be confidence in this life. We can achieve our dream if we have 

good confidence. The novel tells how the personality of Emma to be good 

confidence. 

2. Suggestion 

David Nicholls’s One Day is one of the bestseller novels in the year 

of 2012. It becomes an interesting novel because it tells about self-

confidence and love story. The researcher invites other researcher to study 

this novel and she suggests using the other approaches such as genetic 

structuralism analysis because this novel contains all the elements of genetic 

structuralism. 
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