
A thousand years ago, a woman was less an individual and more a man’s property.  Until she married, her father was responsible for her welfare and conduct.  After she married, her husband assumed all control and authority over the woman’s well-being, finances, activities, and opinions.  A good wife was a woman who adopted her husband’s tastes, agreed with her husband views, obeyed her husband’s commands, surrendered her wants to his, and made every effort to remain attractive in his eyes.  A twenty-first century woman would find this behavior absurd, yet this patriarchal attitude lingers.  At the end of the nineteenth century, a male voice cried out against the injustice. Henrik Ibsen wrote A Dolls House asserting that women were indeed human beings and deserved the same rights as an other individual, the same rights and freedoms that belonged only to men.  His heroine, Nora, becomes an unintentional symbol of women’s rights organizations when she sheds her doll’s attire and abandons her husband and children in search of her “self.”  Ibsen’s final and infamous, slammed door has reverberated with feminine discontent for more than a thousand years.


Critics of his day like shaw, scott and simonds were either appalled or impressed, while academics and scholars have argued about Ibsen’s merits and impacts throught the century and today.


A Doll’s House is a realistic drama about Torvald and Nora Helmer, a young, married Norwegian couple in the late 1800’s.  Henrik Ibsen paints the Helmers as a typical, middle-class family on the way up the societal ladder, Torvald being the typical, rational, stable provider and head of the household and Nora as his precious, delicate, brainless, little wife and doll.  The plot is simple.  Nora had borrowed money to save her husband’s life shortly after marrying him.  At that time, women could not borrow against their own names, so Nora forged her father’s signature to acquire a loan.  Krogstad, the man who holds Nora’s promissory note works at the bank her husband manages.   Torvald fires Krogstad because of past indiscretions, so Krogstad blackmails Nora with the counterfeit signature, in an attempt to regain an even higher position at the bank.  Christine Linde and Dr. Rank, friends of the couple, help reveal the plot and provide character contrast with the Helmers.  It is character rather than plot that drives this play and the main action is the sudden and radical character shift of the main heroine.  Nora transforms from a subjugated plaything, into a self-assured, independent woman.


Nora is initially characterized as childlike, helpless, needy, and totally dependent upon her husband.  She is Torvald’s pet, possession, and sexual plaything.  He calls her: … and …

In the final scene of the play Nora is disillusioned.  She sees Torvald for what he is.  He is not the idealized husband she built up in her mind over the years.  He is just a selfish man with an over-inflated ego, and ego for which she is equally responsible for creating.  In a way, he is her doll.  He is the idealized husband/father in her doll house world.  Nora says:  This and that…. And her final act is to walk out and slam the door behind her.  This is the act that propels her to the forefront of the women’s movement.


Many of Ibsen’s detractors claim that this is an abrupt and unrealistic character change, that a real woman would never do such a thing.  Quote Scott…. A real woman …

What this critic fails to see is that Ibsen has laid these seeds of discontent all throughout the work.  Nora took out the IOU, she has been working on the sly for years to pay it back, she hates being viewed as a child and tells Christine about her loan so that one person in the world, another woman, can see her for more than a helpless child. Support this with some text. There is also Nora’s relationship with Dr. Rank.  He listens to her and talks to her like she is an adult.  It he who is truly in love with her and he who would have sacrificed his honor for her.  Because he would do this, she can’t ask him to do it.  She is married to Torvald and he needs to be her protector.  When he fails, he falls short of her expectations.  Use text to support Rank theory.  Flush this idea out better.


Nora’s sudden transformation is not sudden at all.  Modern drama critics have call this radical change the weakest part of the play in terms of dramatic technique.  Quote from approaches to teach or Ibsen women maybe.  They have overlooked the clues that she has felt this way for a long time.  Because Torvald is not a bad man, Nora lacks the impetus to revolt against her surroundings.  Her life is basically good, though unfulfilling.  The final scene is merely the catylyst that allows her to give voice to her feelings.  


A Doll’s House is a play.  That is a crucial fact often overlooked.  It is a realistic drama, but it is also fiction.  The characters are not real people.  

