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A hundred 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’s 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 might find this behavior absurd since she coexists with men on a much more equal level.  Women won many battles in the fight for equal rights, yet this patriarchal attitude lingers.  Change takes time, generations.  Change also needs a few extraordinarily brave individuals to ask for it.  At the end of the nineteenth century, a male voice cried out against the injustice. Henrik Ibsen wrote A Doll’s House asserting that women were indeed human beings and deserved the same rights as another individual, the same rights and freedoms that belonged only to men.  His heroine, Nora, became an unintentional symbol of women’s rights organizations when she shed her doll’s attire and abandoned 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 hundred years.


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.  She forged her father’s signature to secure the loan, which enabled Krogstad, the man who holds Nora’s IOU, to blackmail the couple.  Nora’s deceit and Torvald’s reactions to his wife’s indiscretion do not cause the marriage to break up.  This crucial confrontation allows the characters to see each other clearly for the first time.  Nora and Torvald have been standing on opposite sides of a curtained window, both characters pretending to be the other’s ideal spouse.  Nora, understanding that she is equally responsible for the way she is treated, decides to leave him to become a more complete person, a person who deserves an equal measure of respect.  Nora leaves, slamming the door behind her, and that is when Torvald begins to understand.


In the years that followed the first production of A Doll’s House, on December 21, 1879, more drama occurred off the stage than on with the shocked fury and avid excitement it inspired in its audience.  During the play’s opening run in Copenhagen, “People left the theatre, night after night, pale with excitement, arguing, quarrelling, challenging,” as observed by Edmund Gosse.1   Critics of Ibsen’s day such as Clement Scott, Bernard Shaw, and W. E. Simonds were either appalled or impressed, and wrote reviews often attacking the oppositions’ points of view.  Academics and scholars, including Joan Templeton, have discussed Ibsen’s merits as a poet and social propagandist and his impacts on women’s issues throughout the century and today.  


Both pro and anti Ibsen critics focus on Nora’s transformation, from subjugated plaything into a self-assured, independent woman, which is the main theme of this play.  Nora’s sudden and radical character shift is the crux of A Doll’s House.  As such, it is the focus of critics and scholars alike.  Many feel that the transformation is too abrupt and complete to be believable.  One such critic is Clement Scott, Ibsen’s most vociferous detractor, who wrote for Britain’s Daily Telegraph.  He writes:

The frivolous butterfly, the Swedish Frou-Frou, the spoiled plaything has mysteriously become an Ibsenite revivalist.  There were no previous signs of her conversion, but she has exchanged playfulness for preaching.  She, a loving affectionate woman, forgets all about the eight years’ happy married life, forgets the nest of the little bird, forgets her duty, her very instinct as a mother, forgets the three innocent children who are asleep in the next room, forgets her responsibilities, and does a thing that one of the lower animals would not do.2

Scott’s shocked horror at the play’s ending blinded him to the subtle hints Ibsen had strewn about his play.  First, there is the fact that Nora took out the loan and toiled in secret to pay it back.  That was a significant burden, a mature man’s responsibility.  She tells Christine about this because she desperately wants someone to take her seriously, to think of her as an adult.  In the following passage, Nora makes it clear, that although she needed to work hard, it was enjoyable to make her own money.

Nora:  I have had some other sources of income, of course.  Last winter I was lucky enough to get quite a bit of copying to do.  So I shut myself up every night and sat and wrote through to the small hours of the morning.  Oh, sometimes I was so tired, so tired.  But it was tremendous fun all the same, sitting there working and earning money like that.  It was almost like being a man.3

For most of their married life, Nora has been working to pay off the loan.  She has been quite a bit more self-sufficient than her flighty façade leads us to believe.


Another way in which Ibsen clues us into the fact that there is much more to Nora than what her husband sees, is in her relationship to Dr. Rank.  Rank talks to her about things that matter and he treats her like an adult.  She prefers his company to her husbands, because, unlike Torvald, Rank does not condescend to her. 

Nora:  No, you mustn’t do that.  You must keep coming just as you’ve always done.  You know very well Torvald would miss you terribly.

Rank:  And you?

Nora:  I always think it’s tremendous fun having you.

Rank:  That’s exactly what gave me wrong ideas.  I just can’t puzzle you out.  I often used to feel you’d just as soon be with me as with Helmer.

Nora:  Well, you see, there are those people you love and those people you’d almost rather be with.

Rank:  Yes, there’s something in that.

Nora:  When I was a girl at home, I loved Daddy best, of course.  But I also thought it great fun if I could slip into the maids’ room.  For one thing they never preached at me.  The always talked about such exciting things.4

It is clear even at this point that her relationship with Torvald is not a marriage.  Torvald is a replacement for Nora’s father.  Nora has been brought up to believe that she needs someone to take care of her, yet a part of her has always longed for someone to talk to her like an equal.  

Not only does Ibsen show how wrong Torvald is for Nora, he makes it clear who would be a better match for Nora.  Rank with his love and respect for Nora would make a much more suitable husband for her.  Ibsen is careful to offer him as a contrast to Torvald.  Ibsen sets up his audience to buy into Torvald’s act.  They are supposed to see him as the socialized ideal husband, yet at the same time he makes Rank out as someone less than honorable.  In the end, when Torvald fails to do the honorable thing in Nora’s eyes by offering to shoulder all the blame, Torvald’s love for his wife and his idealized nobility is revealed as a mere sham.  Rank surely would have done anything to protect Nora.  He is the one who honestly loves her.  Earlier in the same scene, Rank expresses his love for Nora.

Nora:  No, really I can’t, Dr. Rank.  It’s altogether too much to ask…because I need your advice and help as well…

Rank:  The more the better.  I cannot imagine what you have in mind.  But tell me anyway.  You do trust me, don’t you?

Nora:  Yes, I trust you more than anybody I know.  You are my best and my most faithful friend.  I know that.  So I will tell you.  Well then, Dr. Rank, there is something you must help me to prevent.  You know how deeply, how passionately Torvald is in love with me.  He would never hesitate for a moment to sacrifice his like for my sake.

Rank:  Nora…do you think he’s the only one who…?

Nora:  Who…?

Rank:
Who wouldn’t gladly give his like for your sake….

Rank:
Anyway, you know now that I’m at your service body and soul.  So you can speak out….

Rank:  You must.  You can’t torment me like this.  Give me a chance—I’ll do anything that’s humanly possible.5

Dr. Rank is always honest with Nora and she is with him.  This relationship illuminates just how much Torvald and Nora deceive each other in their pretend marriage.  Ultimately, Rank must die and Torvald must take his place in order to save the Helmer marriage.


Critic Bernard Shaw, a contemporary of Scott, disagrees with the idea that Nora’s transformation is sudden and unsupported.  He sees Nora’s disillusionment happening in three stages.  In The Quintessence of Ibsenism, Shaw explains Nora’s transformation in the following passage:

It is her husband’s own contemptuous denunciation of a forgery formerly committed by the moneylender himself that destroys her self-satisfaction and opens her eyes to her ignorance of the serious business of the world to which her husband belongs—the world outside the home he shares with her.  When he goes on to tell her that commercial dishonesty is generally to be traced to the influence of bad mothers, she begins to perceive that the happy way in which she plays with the children, and the care she takes to dress them nicely, are not sufficient to constitute her a fit person to train them.6

This is when Nora initially begins to doubt herself as a good mother.  She is beginning to see herself as a poor role model in the first act.  This is the first stage of her transformation.  Shaw goes on to discuss Nora’s power as a sexual object and the second act of disillusionment.

She has learnt to coax her husband into giving her what she asks by appealing to his affection for her:  that is, by playing all sorts of pretty tricks until he is wheedled into an amorous humor… And now she naturally takes the same line with her husband’s friend.  An unexpected declaration of love from him is the result; and it at once explains to her the real nature of the domestic influence she has been so proud of.  All her illusions about herself are now shattered; she sees herself as an ignorant and silly woman, a dangerous mother, and a wife kept for her husband’s pleasure merely; but she only clings harder to her delusion about him:  he is still the ideal husband who would make any sacrifice to rescue her from ruin.7

Then the last step in this monumental character change comes when Torvald fails to be the ideal husband Nora believed him to be.  Shaw writes:

The final disillusion comes when he, instead of at once proposing to pursue this ideal line of conduct when he hears of the forgery, naturally enough flies into a vulgar rage and heaps invectives on her for disgracing him.  Then she sees that their whole family life has been a fiction—their home a mere doll’s house in which they have been playing the ideal husband and father, wife and mother.8

Shaw shows that this change is gradual.  Ibsen catches his audience unaware of Nora’s ultimate action because the women of his day simply did not abandon their families often.  He lays the foundation very deliberately throughout the play.


It is important to understand Nora’s transformation, before tackling its importance to the women’s movement.  Nora’s slowly growing discontent is the perfect metaphor for the attitudes of women in Ibsen’s day.  Most women felt under appreciated but lacked the impetus to change their situations.  Discontent is not the same as horror.  When one is discontented, they can deal with life’s little disappointments, because on the whole they are not suffering wretchedly.  Nora was not suffering in her marriage; she was pretending to be happy and contented.  She believed in her husband’s act as well, perhaps more than her own act.  She is a character in a play, inside a drama, and women all over the world could recognize Nora’s fiction in their own lives.  Ibsen didn’t want women all over the world to abandon their husbands and children; he just wanted them to look at their lives and be honest with themselves.

It is easy to see Nora as a symbol of womankind and to read her enlightenment as a metaphor for the early women’s movement.  Many women, inspired by the actions of this fictitious individual, left their own marriages, sought equal rights, and began to live life for themselves.  However, there is a fine line between self-sufficiency and just plain selfishness.  Hailed by Critics like Shaw and Simonds for being the former and berated by those who hold with Scott’s philosophies, Nora is either martyr or monster.  The following two quotes by Scott and Simonds exemplify the opposing perspectives:

It is all self, self, self!  This is the ideal woman of the new creed; not a woman who is the fountain of love and forgiveness and charity, not the pattern woman we have admired in our mothers and our sisters, not the model of unselfishness and charity, but a mass aggregate conceit and self-sufficiency, who leaves her home and deserts her friendless children because she has herself to look after.9

Nora goes forth, but we feel she will one day return; her children will bring her back.  Neither she nor Torvald could have learned the bitter lesson had Nora remained at home.  It is the wife at last who makes the sacrifice.  How strange it is that so many of the critics fail to see that Nora’s act is not selfishness after all!  There is promise of a splendid womanliness in that “emancipated individuality” that Ibsen’s enemies are ridiculing.  There will be an ideal home after the mutual chastening is accomplished:  an ideal home—not ideal people necessarily, but a home, a family, where there is complete community, a perfect love.10

Simonds idea that there will be a complete community is the closest one can get to Ibsen’s true intentions.  Ibsen was a strong believer in individual strength, for men and women.  He was an individualist, not a feminist.  He supported and fought women’s rights, while at the same time resisted a feminist labeling.  Ibsen believed that if critics could classify him as a feminist, then they would be able to dismiss his play as feminist propaganda.  By insisting that A Doll’s House was about an individual’s freedom, not strictly woman’s freedom, Ibsen expanded the play’s resonance to include oppressed people of all types and sexes.   


Ibsen’s contribution to the feminist cause through his play, A Doll’s House, was to give it a voice.  Everyone spoke about this play and by discussing it; they were able to argue the issues of women’s rights publicly.  A Doll’s House did not necessarily inspire the views of women in 1879; it reflected them.  Ibsen embraced the ideas that already existed in the world around him and showed women how to use their voices.  Social reform swept over Europe and the United States like a tidal wave.  Eight years after A Doll’s House opened in England, Bernard Shaw wrote on the play’s lingering effects.

It will be remarked that I no longer dwell on the awakening of the women, which was once the central point of the controversy as it is the central point of the drama.  Why should I?  The play solves that problem just as it is being solved in real life.  The woman’s eyes are opened; and instantly her doll’s dress is thrown off and her husband left staring at her, helpless, bound thenceforth either to do without her or else treat her as a human being like himself, fully recognizing that he is not a creature of one superior species, Man, living with a creature of another and inferior species, Woman, but that Mankind is male and female, like other kinds, and that the inequality of the sexes is literally a cock and bull story, certain to end in such unbearable humiliation as that which our suburban King Arthurs suffer at the hands of Ibsen…Nora’s revolt is the end of a chapter of human History.  The slam of the door behind her is more momentous than the cannon of Waterloo or Sedan, because when she comes back, it will not be to the old home; for when the patriarch no longer rules, and the “breadwinner” acknowledges his dependence, there is an end of the old order.11
Shaw confirms the impact of Ibsen’s play and the changes that followed.  


During the twentieth century, some feminists have abused Ibsen’s message and taken their independence to far.  While on holiday, Ibsen was approached by a woman who claimed to have been so inspired by Nora, that she left her husband and children to seek happiness and a new life with her lover.  Ibsen was in fact appalled and told the woman that she was nothing like Nora, because Nora had left by herself.12   The clear distinction between the woman and the Ibsen character lies in the motivation.  Nora left to improve herself as a person, to be a better wife and mother, where as the other woman simply ran off with lover.  Ibsen never intended to inspire selfish or reckless behavior.  Unfortunately, we live in a world where the new woman is more like a creature from Clement Scott’s pessimistic imagination.  Selfishness, especially in America, seems to be a noble virtue.  Women are equally selfish as men, and that is not Ibsen’s ideal.  Nora’s priorities when she left were her children and her marriage.  She felt she needed to improve herself in order to properly raise her children and to be an equal partner in her marriage.  Today, people have the right to be selfish, women included.  However, when a person chooses to marry, they give up that right and must make the marriage a priority, both men and women.  The same is doubly true when couples choose to have children.  In the current climate, most individuals believe their first responsibility is to themselves and that should not be the case if that individual is married and/or a parent.  The institution of marriage and the innocent children suffer at the hands of individual selfishness.  If we can believe that Nora can return to Torvald a complete person, and if we can believe that Torvald can accept his wife as a partner, then and only then, is there hope for the rest of us.
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