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ABSTRACT 

 This paper of mine focuses on Henrik Ibsen’s rebuttal to the patriarchal 

construct, which had smothered the rights of women and their feminine essence 

down the ages.  Nora the celebrated protagonist of “The Doll’s House” is 

symbolic of the feminine spirit and identity which was apparently smothered by 

male chauvinism. My paper unravels the social scenario in which Ibsen wrote 

his plays, where domesticity, subservience to one’s husband, child bearing and 

rearing was synonymous with women.  My paper essays Nora’s transformation 

from a ‘doll wife’ to a conscious religious and social rebel.  It captures her inner 

strength and elements of sustenance through the course of the play.  I have also 

analyzed Ibsen’s use of symbols like the macaroons, the Christmas tree, the 

stove and the tarantula as representations of different aspects of Nora’s 

personality. 

  

KEY WORDS:  The key words in my paper are as follows: Feminism, 

Patriarchy, Male chauvinism.  

 Feminism as perceived by Toril Moi is a ‘political discourse’, critical and 

theoretical practice. It is an unflinching attempt by a multitude of women to 

shatter the bondages of the patriarchal system that has smothered their 

femininity down the ages.  The conventional patriarchal system had sanctioned 
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only specified roles to women like daughter, wife and mother.  The very 

existence of a woman revolved around a man, while playing second fiddle to 

him.  Any woman who rebutted against this system was severely castigated and 

ostracized from society.   Adrienne Rich in the poem ‘Snapshots of a Daughter-

in-Law’ is of the view, 

“A thinking woman sleeps with monsters” (26) 

      It was this despicable attitude of men that Ibsen protested in ‘A Doll’s 

House.’ Albeit he candidly proclaimed that he was not to be considered as a 

feminist. Ibsen voiced a clarion call at the Scandinavian club in Rome on 

January 28, 1879, where he was a frequent visitor.  He espoused that the post of 

librarian should be made eligible for women as well.  He added to the 

stupeficaction of numerous members, that women should be offered the right to 

vote.  Unfortunately the second agenda was turned down for want of a single 

vote.  This was the social scenario in which Ibsen wrote and espoused the cause 

of women.  Nora, the protagonist of his play is supposedly his favorite creation.  

It is alleged   that he had conceived this character in the womb of his mind.  For 

one day he had claimed to his wife, “Now I have seen Nora.” 

      He imagines her to be clad in ‘a blue woolen dress.’ It occurs to me that the 

re-iterated theme of the play is the assertion of one’s identity and liberation of 

the individual.  In the initial stages of her life Nora was a mere doll in the hands 

of Helmer.  Her father treated her as his ‘doll child’ while Helmer takes her for a 

ride as a ‘doll wife. ‘   As a result, Nora’s identity had been terribly effaced and 

her intellectual progress stunted.  This swapping of roles betwixt a ‘doll child’ 

and a ‘doll wife’ , like in the case of  Nora was imperative in the lives of most 

women during Ibsen’s time  and continues to plague the life of several women  

till the present day.  It is mandatory for a woman to succumb to the domestic 

roles assigned by the society and to perform them endearingly. It is alleged by 

Pedrini .D.T, and Bonnie. C, in their paper “Freud, Alder, Jung: From Womb to 



“A feminist reading and symbolic significance  of henrick ibsen’s  ‘a doll’s house”  

 

15

Tomb” that Freud had encapsulated the subservient role played by woman in her 

life from ‘Womb to the tomb.’ This stocking of chauvinistic statements against 

woman has not stopped with Freud.  We cannot afford to disregard Milton’s 

chauvinistic description of Eve in ‘Paradise Lost’: 

“He for God only and she for God in him” (Milton iv. 299) 

      The very significance of the title ‘The Doll’s House’ paints an appalling 

picture of the baselessness of Nora’s existence.   She serves as Helmer’s mouth 

piece, sans a mind of her own.   Helmer fails to acknowledge her individuality: 

he addresses her as ‘skylark’ and ‘squirrel.’   While treating her in this manner 

he is oblivious of the fact that ‘skylarks’ and ‘squirrels’ are capable of flight.  

Ibsen portrays the marital status of this couple;   Helmer adopts the strategy of a 

domineering husband. He over rules any room for ‘give and take’ policy where 

sacrifices were performed by Nora alone.  On the verge of tying the knot, the 

couple swears before the altar that that they   would find mutual solaces in one 

and another, and would be sanctimonious ‘until death does us apart.’ At fin de 

siècle, it would be appropriate to refashion this refrain as ‘until male ego does us 

apart.’   Albeit Nora and Helmer’s relationship apparently revolves around love, 

in reality it is bereft of love.  As I had mentioned earlier, he fails to render her 

due status in his household by referring   her as ‘skylark’ and ‘squirrel.’ He had 

already obliterated her feminity by his imperious attitude.  He responds 

negligently when Nora’s act of forging her father’s signature dawns on him, he 

abstains from realizing Nora’s sacrifice all those years and her indelible love for 

him.  He accuses her of deceit and treachery.  He is paranoiac about his lofty 

status in society being at stake.   Instead of soothing her perturbed self he loathes 

her unmindful of the fact that she forged the signature to save his life.  Helmer 

regains his pampering and patronizing attitude towards Nora, when Krogstad 

apologizes for the catastrophe thereby exonerating her for the blame.  But it is 

too late and reality has dawned on Nora.  She will no longer be sacrosanct by   
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his male ego.   His egotistical nature was the paramount reason for the 

denigration of their marriage.  For Nora says, 

“We have been married now eight years.  Does it not occur to you that this 

is the first time we two, you and I, husband and wife, have had a serious 

conversation?” (3.84) 

      Relationships fail to thrive sans an enhanced communication.   There was 

absolutely no room for communication in Nora and Helmer’s life.  Nora 

conceals her act of obtaining a loan from Krogstad for seven long years.  It sheds 

light on the superficiality of their relationship where a great degree of 

magnanimity on her part has been glossed over.  She says to Kristine: 

“...........how painful and with his manly independence, to know that he 

owed to me anything”( 1.16) 

      Doesn’t it sound to a large extent obscure?  It perplexes me, as to whether 

Nora was gibberish enough to undermine her sacrifice or that Helmer is that 

juvenile, where his male-ego would shatter into thousand pieces, when Nora’s 

audacious deed of sacrifice would strike him like a lightning in the sky, all of a 

sudden.  Will he be displaced and relegated to the lurch?  It is this version of a 

dupe whom Nora has venerated, since her marriage.  When I view the other side 

of coin, I ponder as to what purpose it would have served Nora, even if she had 

consulted Helmer’s opinion to borrow loan from Krogstad.  His obstinate nature 

would have prevented Nora from approaching   Krogstad for a loan at the cost of 

his life.  This possibility is of course unrealistic. 

      Nora undaunted by any trivial constraints forges her father’s signature and 

obtains the loan. Purpose true.  Flaws apart.  She’s been diligently repaying 

Krogstad the interest premium.   Helmer oblivious of her dexterity furnishes her 

with redundant advice to employ thrift in household matters.  He relentlessly 

lampoons her for being a spend thrift. 
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“It would be sensible if you really kept the money I give you, and actually 

bought something for yourself with it.  But if it goes in with the house-

keeping and gets spent on all sorts of useless things, then I only have to pay 

again” (1.5) 

      Helmer ‘s advice would have been applicable if Nora was indeed a 

spendthrift, but she clearly evidences to Kristine Linde,  the mortifications she 

has made on her personal requirements in order to pay off Krogstad’s debt.  

Helmer’s ego is exposed when he admits to Nora, that he would have easily 

dismissed Krogstad’s   fraudulence in the bank, but for Krogstad’s annoying 

attitude of referring him by his first name, amidst his colleagues.   The Doll’s 

House is not confined to Nora’s household alone.  It holds good for any home 

where the male- ego inferiorizes the feminine self.   The Doll’s House has to be 

burnt and when the smoke is cleared, the sanctity of marriage would permeate 

our lives until ‘death do us apart.’ 

      Nora’s metamorphosis from a ‘doll’ to an enterprising woman may at times 

seem to be cinematic.   On retrospection, it dawns to me that it is certainly 

audacious of Nora to have borrowed money from Krogstad and having 

succinctly repaid it in installments.  Therefore Nora’s decision to walk out of the 

marriage is not instantly stimulated by Ibsen.  If Helmer has made a doll out of 

Nora, she has exposed him as a cad.  There is a strong kinship of female bonding 

between Nora and Kristine Linde.  She is the first person to whom Nora 

discloses her smoldering sacrifice.    Kristine Linde demands certain amount of 

poise for shouldering the responsibility of her family unaided.   Perchance Nora 

would have drawn her inspiration to abandon Helmer from Linde.  If there are 

lesser doll’s houses today it is due to the lack of Nora’s, not because of the 

absence of Helmers. While reading the text, I realized that Nora’s predicament is 

analogous with that of Sophocles’ Antigone.  Both these women are victims of 

circumstance.  They had privileged kinships, haggling with their personal 

happiness and security.  They do contemplate suicide wherein Antigone takes 
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her own life, whereas Nora had died several deaths before Helmer could read 

krogstad‘s incriminating letter.  They are placed in a conflicting situation where 

it is mandatory for them to succumb to the patriarchal societal roles and live as 

per the dictates of their moral conscience.    

      Antigone certainly being one of the celebrated Greek protagonists undertakes 

the precarious task of burying the corpse of Polynices.   Creon has already 

averted anyone from performing funeral rites to Oedipus.  Antigone defies this 

proscribe, thereby incurring the wrath of Creon.   She is imprisoned in a cave 

sans food and water for several days.  She endures the penalty while attributing 

her action to the higher laws of Gods.  Nora equally defies the law by forging 

her father’s signature to restore Helmer’s health.  Their actions are perfectly 

justified since they re impose human dignity.  It is a clear thesis of ends 

justifying the means.  Antigone and Nora confront egoistic men in their lives.  

These men are pre-occupied with their positions in society, which is quite 

threatened by the activities of women.  Creon in his haughtiness is reluctant to 

defy the law of the god.  When Helmer reads Krogstad’s menacing letter, I 

clasped my hands and prayed fervently that he would extol Nora for her sacrifice 

and would unruffle her agitated mind.  On the contrary he yells at her and 

abominates her, presuming that society would suspect his hand in the crime.  

When Creon and Helmer offer their apologies on a platter, it is too late because 

the women are not in a position to accept it.  When Creon rushes to the cave to 

free Antigone she has hung herself.  The moment Helmer regains his patronizing 

attitude towards Nora, his doll is metaphorically dead.  She liberates herself 

from the muddles of patriarchy to assert her identity.  She leaves Helmer’s 

household slamming the door behind her.  The heroic image of Helmer is 

dilapidated in Nora’s mind, when he reads Krogstad’s letter.  He stoops down to 

pacify the matter by condescending to the Krogstad’s demands in order to evade 

any perils.  It is this act of his that enrages Nora to walk out of the marriage.  



“A feminist reading and symbolic significance  of henrick ibsen’s  ‘a doll’s house”  

 

19

Nora had anticipated him to take blame on himself and confronts Krogstad with 

valor.  He abuses her by saying: 

“ All the eight years- she who was my pride and joy a hypocrite, a liar 

worse, worse a criminal!.”  (3.80) 

      She had been his pride and joy but not his love.  Helmer becomes the 

quintessence of most thankless men when he utters: 

 “But no man would sacrifice his honour for the one he loves.”(3.90) 

      Nora symbolizes the numerous renunciations performed by women when she 

replies: 

 “It is a thing hundreds and thousands of women have done.” (3.90) 

 Women’s sacrifices scarcely features in t he limelight.  Multitude of his 

attempts to re-arrest Nora in his doll’s house proves futile.  Nora had already 

realized her primary duty towards herself and is disinclined to abide by the 

doctrines of religion sans interrogating them. In short she is aware of the fallacy 

of their marriage.  In fact there is something startling about a woman who leaves 

her home in the dead of the night, deserting not only husband but also her 

beloved children.  She has undertaken a peregrination with a quest for 

individuality while being seethe with the spirit of Ulysses: 

 “To strive, to seek and never to yield.” (69) 

      Nora is vulnerable to the hazards and vandals lurking in the world.  She may 

be raped, murdered in pitch darkness or turn insane.  But “a wounded soul 

admits no cure.”  Nora would not settle for a compromise.  The optimistic 

expectation is that she will educate herself, acquire a promising career and 

obtain an enviable status in society as opposed to Helmer‘s  designation  in the 

bank.  Well! anything is possible .‘A Doll’s House’ equally renders itself to 

symbolic significance.  The play is ubiquitous with realism.  The symbols such 

as the ‘macaroons’, the  ‘Christmas tree’,  the ‘stove’ , the ‘light’ and the’ 
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tarantella’ help us to grab a glimpse of the soreness and angst in  Nora’s mind. 

Nora stealthily munches a macaroon or two sans Helmer’s knowledge.  This 

action of her is not one of deception rather indicates the awe and reverence she 

holds for Helmer.   When Nora is overwhelmed with Helmer’s promotion she 

also offers a macaroon for Dr.Rank, and says that they were purchased by 

Mrs.Linde.  It also provides a scintillating evidence of Nora’s revolt against 

Helmer’s authority for it prohibits her from eating macaroons because it would 

ruin her teeth.   Finally when she fails to persuade Helmer from averting 

Krogstad’s dismissal, she contemplates suicide and orders the maid to replenish 

their dinner with plenty of macaroons.  Here the macaroons serve as an outlet to 

Nora’s depressed psyche. 

      The ‘stove’ is a conventional source of heat.  In the play the significance of 

the stove extends not only to physical warmth but also offers mental consolation 

and resurgence.  In Act I after directing   Krogstad into Helmer’s study, Nora 

comes back and   makes up the fire in the stove.  Krogstad’s rendezvous with 

Helmer has invigorated a strange panic in Nora and her activities with the stove 

clearly indicate that she yearns for remedial treatment for her psychological 

trauma. 

      In Act II when Dr. Rank proclaims his love for Nora, she rebuts and 

exclaims: 

 “Dear Dr. Rank that was really horrid of you.”(2.52) 

      She calls out to the maid, Irene asking for a lighted lamp.  The need for a 

lighted lamp indicates that such lecherous intentions of Dr.Rank would be 

entertained only in darkness, which would obliterate with the advent of light.  

Similarly when Dr.Rank obtains a cigar from Helmer, Nora prefers to light it.  

This emphasizes that Nora was the only source of comfort and consolation   for   

Dr.Rank’s ominous existence.  The latter has always been replete by Nora’s 

presence.  Dr. Rank leaves behind his visiting cards with black crosses printed 
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over his name specifying his death which is imminent. The ‘Christmas tree’ 

represents the family union and bliss.  In Act 1, we acquire a glimpse of it which 

is soon concealed by the maid.  We are able to perceive the household 

exhilaration and serenity.  When Krogstad daunts Nora, she orders the maid to 

bring the tree and concentrates on its decoration, attempting to forget Krogstad’s 

foxification.   In the beginning of Act 2, the Christmas tree is lackluster, stripped 

of its decorations, evidencing Nora’s inability to allay her mushrooming fears, 

due to Krogstad’s threat. 

      The Tarantella is an aggressive dance performed by those stung by 

‘Tarantula’ a poisonous spider.  In simplest terms it is indecisiveness between 

life and death.  The dance is symbolic of Nora’s frantic attempts to outmaneuver 

the perils harassing her life.  She even contemplates suicide to relieve herself 

from the scandal. 

“Twenty – four and seven? Thirty one hours to live.”(2.64) 

      While rehearsing for the Tarantella Nora is wearing a variegated shawl.  This 

symbolizes Nora’s desperate urge to adhere to life, albeit Krogstad has 

intimidated to blow it up.  But for the event she uses a black shawl which 

symbolizes that the course of the events in her life would go awry within a short 

while. The play begins with the maid opening the ‘door’ and admitting Nora 

inside the house.  This is an indication that she is imprisoned in Helmer’s 

household and is his stringed puppet.  During the dénouement of the play, she 

walks out of the marriage slamming the door behind her, which reflects her 

burgeoning individuality and redeemed spirit.  In the words of Adrienne Rich: 

“Be insatiable: save yourself; others you cannot save.” (18-19) 

      Isn’t it better to be proactive rather than reactive? Nora’s exit from the doll’s 

house would not have distorted the patriarchal conventions; men will not 

undergo an instantaneous change of heart, for that would definitely be 

cinematic.  But she has made a prominent difference, created awareness, a 
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progress, which may not provoke men and women into action, would at least 

reverberate in their minds and stimulate them into introspection.  Nora is only a 

spark, but this spark is sufficient to light millions of lamps and spearhead the 

way.   This spark is also capable of setting ablaze the patriarchal system.  Nora 

venturing in this untrodden path is reminiscent of Robert Frost’s philosophy in 

“The Road Not Taken”: 

“Two woods diverged in a yellow wood, and I took the one less traveled by, 

and that has made all the difference.” (16-20) 

 Let’s hope that there would be fewer doll’s houses in future.  
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