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Abstract 

The paper discusses the evolution of Ibsenian characters, with special reference to his most popular play A Dollôs 

House. Many Ibsen plays deal with characters that are products of a misled society attaching importance to the 

form rather than to the essence of an institutionalized role assigned to them by the society. Though these characters 

start their journey as products of the society, they soon begin to participate in the evolution of the society itself. 

Ibsen forces his characters to face the futility of breathing a dormant life by introducing conflicting situations in 

their lives. These conflicts transform these products of the society into worthy participants, thereby leading to 

progress in the society. The journey begins in the society, where the impressions from ówithoutô define the 

individuality of the characters; soon, the dramatic tension ówithoutô leads to a conflict ówithinô, concluding with an 

óinnerô awareness through an óouterô experience. Though, to many, Ibsen seems to end his plays in personal 

evolution, he, with his humanitarian spirit, seeks to bring the transformed characters back to society. He doesnôt 

aim at intellectual seclusion, instead aspires for collective progress. Thus the journey which begins ówithoutô in the 

society, travels ówithinô the aware participant, and ultimately reaches ówithoutô, to build a harmonious society. 

After providing textual examples to substantiate the evolution, the paper concludes by connecting this evolution to 

the concept of óthesis, antithesis and synthesisô stimulated by Hegel. The óthesisô is the misled ówithoutô, the 

óantithesisô is the awareness ówithinô, leading to a desirable ósynthesisô ówithoutô.  
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Henrik Ibsen is a quintessential name in the history of drama. He is not just another writer in the line of 

already existing writers; instead, he begins the line and many follow suit till date.  He is often acclaimed 

as the father of modern drama, the one who introduced the highly appreciable and necessary change 

towards realism on stage against the lowly melodramatic phase of the nineteenth century drama in 

Europe. 

Apart from introducing significant innovations in stage craft and stage techniques, and initiating the 

depiction of real-life characters, prosaic dialogues and common social and emotional dilemmas and 

problems faced by simple men, on stage, there is much more in him and his works which keeps him alive 

even after two centuries. An in-depth study of his plays reflects how genuinely he tried to understand life, 

and thereafter presented it in his plays.  It is this pursuit of truth in the ómanô Ibsen along with a 

humanistic approach in the óartistô Ibsen which helped drama venture into the unexplored areas of human 

psyche, social consciousness, and has successfully depicted the ócollective unconsciousnessô of all times.  

Ibsenôs search for a truthful living, evident in his plays, can be studied through the evolution of the 

various characters he introduces in his plays.  Major as well as minor characters play an equally important 

role to establish Ibsenôs argument. The paper discusses the growth of his characters, with special 

reference to his most popular play, A Dollôs House.  

Ibsen introduces his characters as passive products of a misled society. Significantly, the emphasis in 

almost all his plays is on the general tendency of misinterpreting the most fundamental requirement of a 

civilized world, i.e., duty towards oneself and towards others.  When society overlooks the essential 

import of duty, the result is hypocritical relationships and disharmonious societies.  

Ideally, óloveô was to be the vital connection between any two individuals. As society emerged and 

developed, to ensure mutual exchange of love, it gave rise to institutions like marriage, which bound 

individuals more formally. Thereafter, love took the form of rights and duties to be practised and shared 

within each institution. Unfortunately, the selfishness of man, gradually, left him performing duty sans 

the essence of love.   

As a result certain actions of man which appear ideal to the naked social eye emerge essentially from a 

hypocritical way of living. Ibsen, through his characters, focuses on this futile and pretentious life style 

adopted by the modern man. To help his characters come out of this unworthy way of life, he introduces 

conflicting situations in their lives. Conflicts make them realise that the reason for the undesirable 

situation usually is lack of morality and love within relationships, thereby, revealing to the audience as 

well, the relative significance of essence over form. 

Few plays of Ibsen begin with seemingly happy homes. The members of the house appear contented, 

living ideal lives in the eyes of society. In his most well-known play, A Dollôs House, Ibsen introduces us 

to the imprisoned lives of Nora and Helmer appearing as a happy and dutiful couple. In Act I, Nora acts 

out her contented married life when she tells Christine, ñThe last eight years have been a happy time for 

me, I can tell youò (Ibsen, 2012, p.10). Their marriage seems ideal, until the truth dawns on them in the 

end. They think they have performed their duties towards each other perfectly. Helmer, ever pleased with 

his ócorrectness,ô instructs Nora, ñWe two have kept bravely on the straight road so far, and we will go on 

the same way for the short time longer that there need be any struggleò (Ibsen, 2012, p. 5). Though Ibsen 

strongly preserves the masked selves of a ósurrendering wifeô and a ócaring husbandô till the conflict, he 

simultaneously throws in other multiple reasons to help his readers understand the instability of their 

relationship in spite of their apparent pose of compatibility. 

Though apparently, Nora plays a happy wife, her dishonest appreciation of Helmer becomes evident in 

varied ways. In the very beginning itself, her desire for freedom from the dictates of Helmer manifests in  

 

 



                                       The Global Journal of English Studies      I      September 2016     I      Volume II, Issue III   ISSN : 2395 4795 

 

 

 

 

 

her desire to eat the macaroons forbidden by him. The lack of compatibility doesnôt allow her to discuss 

the apparent sacrifice she decides to make for him. When Christine questions why she has not revealed 

the reality to Helmer, Nora conveniently puts on a sympathetic layer on her reply and says,  

 

Good Heavens, no! How could you think so? A man who has such strong opinions 

about these things! And besides, how painful and humiliating it would be for Torvald, 

with his manly independence, to know that he owed me anything! It would upset our 

mutual relations altogether; our beautiful happy home would no longer be what it is 

now. (Ibsen, 2012, p. 22) 

 

Till the end, her lack of trust doesnôt allow her to communicate to her husband the scandalous state her 

life turns out to be in Krogstadôs hands. The knowledge of Helmerôs transitory attraction towards her 

forces her to idealise her deed. She wishes to store it for the day when her husband would no more feel 

enticed by her physical glow. When Mrs. Linde asks her when she will disclose the truth to Helmer, she 

replies,  

 

Yes--someday, perhaps, after many years, when I am no longer as nice-looking as I am 

now. Don't laugh at me! I mean, of course, when Torvald is no longer as devoted to me 

as he is now; when my dancing and dressing-up and reciting have palled on him; then it 

may be a good thing to have something in reserve. (Ibsen, 2012, p.23) 

 

Noraôs insecure love develops into a strange obsession to look attractive to her husband all the time. 

Therefore, we observe that, in spite of a failing and loveless relationship, Nora pretends to believe in its 

idealised existence. It becomes plain that, in spite of not being happy with the reality of her life, she fakes 

perfection in her married status. Her dissatisfaction with the kind of love Helmer pours on her, leads her 

to depend covertly on Dr. Rankôs affection and attention. This duality becomes apparent when we find 

her unwilling to face Rankôs direct reference to their illicit relation of love, in spite of her obvious 

inclination towards his amorous advances. Moreover, even after the confrontation with Dr. Rank, she 

doesnôt dissuade him from continuing his visits to her. She doesnôt let Rankôs revelation of the hidden 

affair become a reason to stop living her imaginary life of perfection either with Helmer or with Rank. 

She doesnôt give herself the chance to face reality. Instead, she finds comfort in fancy. She awaits the 

miracle of love which would bring the ideal lover of her dreams into reality in Helmerôs form, and prove 

to her that their marriage is a perfect union of two people who love and are ready to sacrifice everything 

for each other. The flawless life she believes she lives actually exists only in her imagination. Thus, Ibsen 

reveals the truth of Noraôs constrained, loveless and strangled life in myriad ways.  

In a similar fashion, Helmer is dramatized as a person who considers himself to be a part of a flawless 

familial world, proud of his beautiful and presentable wife. In Act II, he ódisplaysô his beautiful wife to 

Christine and says, ñ Yes, take a good look at her. I think she is worth looking at. Isn't she charming, Mrs 

Lindeò (Ibsen, 2012, p. 78). But, we often find that he shuts himself up in his study, and this makes us 

believe that he too is unable to find Noraôs company compatible. Thus, Helmer always maintains a sense 

of intellectual distance from Nora . The way he addresses Nora, ñBe my own little skylark, as you used ò( 

Ibsen, 2012, p.70), makes fun of her views, ñJust listen!ðlittle Nora talking about scientific 

investigationsò (Ibsen, 2012, p.82), takes offence with Noraôs disapproval of his views, and escapes 

discussing any serious matter with her - all this shows that, to him, Nora is merely an object, and to 

provide her money to make sure she continues to beautify herself and his house is his main duty. The 

door which separates his study room from the rest of the house signifies the óclose-nessô of the 

relationship between Nora and Helmer.  
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Even Christine understands this void in Nora-Helmer relationship, and dissuades 

Krogstad from picking back the fateful letter.  She tells him, ñThis unhappy secret must 

be disclosed; they must have a complete understanding between them, which is 

impossible with all this concealment and falsehood going onò (Ibsen, 2012, p.76).  

 

The reality of their unhappy relation strikes the couple when Helmer rejects Nora and decides to disown 

her out of social concerns. Thus, Helmer dismisses outright Noraôs idea of their relationship as being 

strong and moral, enacting the role of a selfish, insensitive, hypocritical husband driven by societal 

approval. This conflict culminates in a turning point in their lives. Nora confronts the Helmer of reality 

and realises the fragility of their relationship. She is no more able to ignore the fact that until then she had 

lived an imprisoned life, controlled and dictated by Helmerôs value system and her own fancies. She 

realises how far and impossible the miracle she dreamt about is from reality. In Act III,  she recognizes 

this truth and tells Helmer, 

 

our home has been nothing but a playroom. I have been your doll-wife, just as at home I 

was papa's doll-child; and here the children have been my dolls. I thought it great fun 

when you played with me, just as they thought it great fun when I played with them. 

That is what our marriage has been, Torvald. (Ibsen, 2012, p.91) 

 

This conflict brings the couple back to reality. It becomes necessary for them to confront each other, 

pause and understand the reasons which have brought their relationship to a halt. It helps them understand 

that they have both pretended they are living a moral life of love, sacrifice and care. They realise that their 

relationship was never based on required compatibility, communication, understanding or love. Nora 

voices the reality to Helmer in Act III and says, ñYou have never loved me. You have only thought it 

pleasant to be in love with meò (Ibsen, 2012, p.90).    

 

Nora realizes that her life until then, has been the life of a doll, a puppet controlled by the dictates of her 

husband; it is this that prevents her from having a mind of her own. She understands that her marriage 

was one of social necessity and not of mutual companionship.  

 

In Act III when she tells Helmer, ñYou don't understand me, and I have never understood you eitherò 

(Ibsen, 2012, p.89), she discerns how the couple has never spent time to know each other; she 

communicates to Helmer the hollowness in their relationship when she says, ñI am not speaking about 

business matters. I say that we have never sat down in earnest together to try and get at the bottom of 

anythingò (Ibsen, 2012, p.90). Thus she understands that they have never respected each otherôs views, 

nor has she had the freedom to have her own views. As Helmer listens to the accusations she makes, he, 

too, understands the need for mending the hitherto concealed gaps in their relationship. Lack of honesty 

and love in their relationship ultimately brings it to the level of separation. 

 

Therefore, Ibsenian characters who begin as passive products of a misdirected society, face the required 

conflict to grow into responsible participants of social institutions. The clashes help them excavate, from 

the innermost psyche, the pretentions and hypocrisies with which they maintain their associations. The 

conflict in the external relations gradually brings an internal transformation, helping them emerge as 

influential contributors in the progress of the society.  

A conflict challenges the established identity of a man, and helps him come across his own newer and 

hidden selves, revealing to him hitherto unknown emotions within. This negation of a previously 

pretentious identity lets an individual act differently, and this results in newer outcomes.  These varied  
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experiences imprint fresh impressions on the individualôs understanding of his existence, bringing about a 

changed and relatively mature outlook towards life. Conflict shows him the loopholes without, and he 

begins to understand that the mending should begin from within.   

At this stage, when the awareness of truth strikes him through conflict, man emerges as a thinking 

participant of the world. He begins to question his decisions and resolves to find clarity in his thoughts 

and actions. Ibsen forces conflict on his characters so that they take the first essential step towards self-

evolution. Their process of awareness begins with being courageous and confident enough to be truthful 

to themselves. Nora states in Act III, ñThere is another task I must undertake first. I must try and educate 

myselféI must stand quite alone, if I am to understand myself and everything about meò (Ibsen, 2012, 

p.91). 

Ibsen aims at making this responsibility apparent to his characters. To be truthful, according to him, is 

oneôs primary duty towards oneôs own self. Once an individual sincerely takes upon himself the 

responsibility of being truthfully aware, he unconsciously or consciously participates in everybodyôs 

growth and harmony. 

 

Ibsenian characters should not be regarded as revolutionaries but as individuals in the process of growth. 

The author offers different situations in different plays from which his characters learn certain lessons and 

evolve. Most often, we find Ibsenian characters make a choice due to social compulsions or personal 

necessity. They either lack choice or do not have the courage to face the consequences of their choice. As 

his characters live through conflict, they start thinking for themselves and soon they learn to take 

responsibility for their decisions. A responsible implementation of their choices not only requires 

conscientious living, but also conscious living. To know the truth and to act with integrity makes life 

guilt-free for them, and they learn to respect themselves and their decisions, and others as well. To live 

such an ideal state of existence, an individual surely requires strength of will, and Ibsenian characters 

gradually move to achieve this ideal way of life. 

 

In A Dollôs House, Nora, through her subtle ways, discussed earlier, shows her dislike towards Helmerôs 

dominance over her, yet she is not ready to convey her choice to him. She has romanticised the role of a 

doll in spite of her aversion towards it. The conflict makes her understand the necessity to face the truth 

and be accountable to herself for her actions. Nora wants to feel responsible for what she does in her life, 

and so she decides to step out of the relationship, till she and Helmer set right what has gone wrong at the 

personal and social levels. What leads to her growth is that, for the first time, she takes her own decision 

and is ready to be responsible for it. She tells Helmer,  

 

I believe that before all else I am a reasonable human being, just as you are--or, at all events, that I must 

try and become one. I know quite well, Torvald, that most people would think you right, and that views of 

that kind are to be found in books; but I can no longer content myself with what most people say, or with 

what is found in books. I must think over things for myself and get to understand them. (Ibsen, 2012, p. 

93) 

 

She now wants to live a life of honesty where she is able to enact only what she feels.  She is ready to 

give up her convenient and comfortable life and embrace a more conscientious living. The truth of the 

experience alone, and not established beliefs, she feels, can help her to find answers to the deeper 

questions of her life. 

 

At this stage, the conscious participants of Ibsen, who began as passive products, initiate their journey 

towards self- introspection, to reach a stage where they would transform themselves into worthy agents to 

bring harmony in society. Though the journey of his characters begins from without, leading to an inner  
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growth, Ibsen brings the reformed individuals back into the society. Such a life induces respect for 

oneself and for others, making it a worthier experience. If not all, at least a few major and minor 

characters of Ibsen, who either come back to society or promise to return to it after they have undergone 

the required transformation, help us understand this vision of Ibsen. Mrs. Linde becomes Ibsenôs 

mouthpiece when she says, ñThere is not the least pleasure in working for one's self. Nils, give me 

someone and something to work forò (Ibsen, 2012, p.74). 
 

In A Dollôs House, the conflict in relationships, which leads to awareness in Nora, helps her regain her 

lost self-respect, and further gives her a reason to accept and respect others, too. The play is written to 

bring about awakening and transformation of the mind, a change that ultimately provides the right 

direction to oneôs actions. If one continues to live a life of fancy and imagination, it is inevitable that one 

is treated like a doll. To be treated as a respectable human being, one has to live a life of reality and step 

out of the cosy comfortable dollôs house of oneôs own imagination.  

Though rejected by the society, we find Krogstad and Christine living their lives with no regrets. As per 

the need of the time, both make responsible decisions in life. Mrs. Linde takes on the responsibility of her 

earlier decision when she says, ñBut it is true that I am both proud and glad to think that I was privileged 

to make the end of my mother's life almost free from careò(Ibsen, 2012, p.15). Since destiny provides 

them once again a chance to spend their lives together, yet another time they take the responsibility of 

choosing consciously and conscientiously. They have confidence in each other and are eagerly await each 

otherôs companionship to evolve as better human beings.  

The union of Krogstad and Christine makes the readers aware that Ibsen is not altogether against the 

social institutions like marriage, as many critics opine. He desires love to be the flowing current under 

each social obligation. As Mrs. Linde, who expresses her joy in sharing her love with others, says, ñWhat 

a difference! what a difference! Someone to work for and live for--a home to bring comfort intoò (Ibsen, 

2012, p.77). 

 

Even the dialogue between Nora and Helmer ends on a positive note - Nora leaves Helmer on a note of 

hope and the possibility of their reunion when they would become eligible to understand the essential 

meaning of óreal wedlock.ô Before Ibsen concludes the play, he lets Nora declare the only way which 

would reunite them for a worthier life together, ñBoth you and I would have to be so changed thaté.That 

our life together would be a real wedlockò ( Ibsen, 2012, p. 97). 
 

Thus, the journey of Ibsenian characters begin in the society, where the impressions from ówithoutô define 

the individuality of the characters; but, very soon, the dramatic tension ówithoutô leads to a conflict 

ówithinô, concluding with an óinnerô awareness through an óouterô experience. Though, for many critics, 

Ibsen seems to end his plays in personal evolution, he, with his humanitarian spirit, seeks to bring the 

transformed characters back to society. He doesnôt aim at intellectual seclusion; instead, he aspires for 

collective progress. Thus, the journey which begins ówithoutô in the society, continues ówithinô the 

participant who has become aware, and, ultimately, reaches the ówithoutô to build a harmonious world.   

This desirable evolution of man, from a passive product into an active participant in the society, can be 

traced even in the characters of the other plays by Ibsen. This growth achieves individual upliftment and 

broadening of societal consciousness as well. When Ibsen blends his philosophic views in his artistic 

plots, he goes far ahead of many other artists, aiming at the renaissance of the ócollective unconscious.ô  
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