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How Henrik Ibsen Uses Symbolism To Demonstrate The Plight Of Women In A Doll’s House 

Introduction 

In A Doll’s House, the metaphor of the doll's house serves as a symbol for Nora's superficial, 

artificial life and her lack of autonomy. Nora is depicted as a conventional, domestic woman who 

is financially dependent on her husband, Torvald and is expected to manage the household and 

take care of the children. The "doll's house" represents the constraints and limitations placed on 

Nora by her society and how she is treated as a possession rather than a fully autonomous 

individual. The tarantella dance, which Nora performs for her husband and guests at a Christmas 

party, is another symbol that reflects the role of women in society. The tarantella is a traditional 

Italian dance associated with sensuality and passion, representing the suppressed desires and 

ambitions of Nora's character. The tarantella also symbolizes the destructive power of these 

suppressed desires, as they ultimately lead Nora to break with society's expectations and leave 

her husband and children in search of her own identity and independence. Through these and 

other symbols, Ibsen exposes the limitations and constraints placed on women in society and 

challenges traditional gender roles. By depicting Nora's journey toward self-discovery and 

independence, Ibsen reveals how women are often restricted and oppressed by societal 
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expectations, and he encourages his audience to consider the limitations and inequalities that still 

exist for women in the modern world. Henrik Ibsen used the symbol of A Doll’s House, the 

tarantella dance, marriage, money, birds, and the stove to show how women were treated as 

second-class citizens.  

Methodology  

This inquiry intends to evaluate one of Macbeth's most prominent literary devices. In this case, 

even though Shakespeare engages many stylistic devices in the narrative, including tragedy, 

which is one of the main themes of the narrative, symbolism is one of the main features that 

determine the order of events. Primarily, symbolism is one of the most prominent stylistic 

devices in the narrative, especially after preliminary research. In this case, the preliminary 

research involved reading A Doll's House and identifying the various symbols throughout the 

text. In this step, notes on the context in which each symbol appears and how it relates to the 

themes and conflicts of the play were taken. For example, the Doll's House itself is a symbol that 

represents Nora's superficial, artificial life and her lack of autonomy. The tarantula that Nora 

gives her husband as a Christmas present symbolizes the dark, dangerous aspects of her character 

that have been suppressed by her role as a conventional wife and mother. In this case, a 

preliminary reading of the primary source showed that symbolism is one of the strategies that 

Ibsen uses to determine the order of events. Therefore, this inquiry was intended to show how 

different symbols reveal the role of women in society. After reviewing the play, major symbols 

were identified, including A Doll’s House, the tarantella dance, marriage, money, birds, and the 

stove. Secondary sources were reviewed to identify their findings on symbolism. The 
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preliminary findings derived from the primary sources were compared with the secondary 

sources. Reference to the primary source, including acts was used to determine the validity of the 

sources. Although the review of the use of symbolism could have been used based on the 

primary source alone, comparing secondary sources gave more insights into the play's 

symbolism.  

Further, the comparison allowed us to identify the historical context in which A Doll’s 

House was written, including women's social and cultural expectations in the late 19th century. 

Consider how these expectations might have shaped the portrayed roles and expectations of 

women in the play. For instance, in the 19th century, it was expected that women would be 

submissive and obedient to their husbands and that they would have limited roles outside of the 

household. Also, it allowed an analysis of the symbolism in A Doll’s House in relation to the 

themes and conflicts of the play. Consider how the symbols reflect the changing roles and 

expectations of women in society and how they contribute to the play's portrayal of gender roles 

and identity. For example, the "doll's house" symbolizes the constraints and limitations placed on 

Nora by her society, while the tarantula represents the destructive power of her suppressed 

desires and ambitions. In addition, secondary sources, such as criticism and scholarship on A 

Doll’s House, were used to support and expand upon your analysis of the symbolism in the play. 

Be sure to carefully evaluate the credibility and relevance of these sources and cite them properly 

in your essay. In the end, the methodology was used to develop a clear and well-supported thesis 

statement that addresses the role of symbolism in A Doll’s House and how it reflects the 

portrayed roles and expectations of women in the play. For example, your thesis might argue that 

the symbols in A Doll’s House reveal the constraints and limitations placed on Nora by her 
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society and how she ultimately breaks free of these constraints and asserts her own identity and 

independence. 

The Symbol of the Doll's House 

The metaphor of the doll's house is a powerful symbol that is central to the themes and conflicts 

of A Doll’s House. As mentioned, the symbol suggests that the characters, particularly the female 

characters, are being treated as objects or playthings rather than as fully realized human beings. 

This is evident in Nora's words: "I've been your doll-wife, just as at home I was papa's doll-

child" (Ibsen 79). The word "doll" in this context suggests that Nora is seen as an object to be 

played with and controlled, rather than as a fully autonomous individual. This symbolizes how 

Nora is expected to conform to certain societal expectations of femininity and to behave in a 

submissive and obedient manner. The symbol of the doll's house also highlights the play's theme 

that women are expected to present a facade of femininity and submissiveness rather than being 

able to express their true identities and desires (Bălinişteanu 38). This is evident in how Nora is 

forced to hide her financial dealings and her true motivations from her husband and others to 

maintain the appearance of being a dutiful and obedient wife. Nora says, "I have always hidden 

everything from you. I have had to. You've never understood me" (Ibsen 81). This quote reveals 

the ways in which Nora has been required to conform to certain expectations and to play a 

specific role rather than being able to express her own identity and desires fully. 

The doll's house metaphor also reflects the play's theme that traditional gender roles and 

expectations can be constricting and oppressive for women. This is evident in the way that Nora 

cannot make decisions for herself and is financially and emotionally dependent on her husband. 
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Nora says, "I have been living here like a poor woman, an indigent, a beggar. I have not had a 

penny of my own, not a single penny" (Ibsen 19). This quote reveals how Nora has been 

confined and oppressed by traditional gender roles and expectations and cannot assert her 

autonomy and independence. Overall, the symbol of the doll's house exposes the limitations and 

constraints placed on women in society and challenges traditional gender roles and expectations. 

It underscores the theme of the play that women are expected to conform to certain societal 

expectations and to play a specific role rather than being able to fully express their own identities 

and desires (Bălinişteanu 30). The metaphor of the doll's house is a powerful symbol that reveals 

how traditional gender roles and expectations can be constricting and oppressive, and it 

encourages the audience to consider the limitations and inequalities 

The Tarantella Dance 

In Henrik Ibsen's play A Doll’s House, the tarantella dance symbolizes how women are expected 

to conform to certain societal expectations and present a facade of femininity and 

submissiveness. The tarantella is traditionally a dance associated with feminine seduction and 

sexuality, and Nora's performance is intended to appeal to the male gaze and reinforce traditional 

gender roles. However, the dance also highlights how Nora performs and presents a false version 

of herself to conform to societal expectations. The tarantella is a metaphor for how Nora is 

trapped in a restrictive and oppressive role. It underscores the play's theme that women are 

expected to conform to certain societal expectations and to present a facade of femininity and 

submissiveness (Creamer 788). This is evident in how Nora is forced to hide her financial 

dealings and her true motivations from her husband and others to maintain the appearance of 
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being a dutiful and obedient wife. The tarantella dance exposes the limitations and constraints 

placed on women in society and challenges traditional gender roles and expectations. 

In the play, Nora's performance of the tarantella is described as follows: "She danced the 

tarantella with such verve and such flashing eyes, and such a frenzy of movement, that she 

seemed to have gone right out of her senses" (Ibsen 61). The use of words such as "verve," 

"flashing eyes," and "frenzy" suggests that Nora is performing rather than expressing her true 

self. The tarantella is a metaphor for how Nora is expected to perform and present a false version 

of herself to conform to societal expectations. Overall, the symbol of the tarantella dance in A 

Doll’s House exposes the limitations and constraints placed on women in society and challenges 

traditional gender roles and expectations. It illustrates how Nora is trapped in a restrictive and 

oppressive role and is expected to perform and present a false version of herself to conform to 

societal expectations (Creamer 789). The tarantella dance serves as a powerful symbol of the 

theme of the play that women are expected to conform to certain societal expectations and to 

play a specific role rather than being able to express their own identities and desires fully. 

Marriage  

In Henrik Ibsen's playA Doll’s House, marriage is used as a symbol of oppression and how 

traditional gender roles and expectations can limit the autonomy and independence of women. 

The play explores the restrictive and oppressive role that women are expected to fulfill in society, 

and marriage is presented as one of the primary ways this oppression is enforced (Kafshgarkolaie 

and Kami 108). One of the main ways in which marriage is used as a symbol of oppression in the 

play is through the character of Nora, who is financially and emotionally dependent on her 
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husband, Torvald. Nora cannot make decisions for herself and is expected to conform to societal 

expectations of femininity and behave in a submissive and obedient manner. This is evident in 

Nora's words when she says, "I've been your doll-wife, just as at home I was papa's doll-

child" (Ibsen 67). The word "doll" in this context suggests that Nora is seen as an object to be 

played with and controlled rather than as a fully autonomous individual. 

Primarily, marriage is presented as a way in which women are expected to present a 

facade of femininity and submissiveness rather than being able to express their true identities and 

desires. This is evident in the way that Nora is forced to hide her financial dealings and her true 

motivations from her husband and others in order to maintain the appearance of being a dutiful 

and obedient wife (Holledge et al. 55). Primarily, the use of marriage as a symbol of oppression 

in A Doll’s House serves to expose the limitations and constraints that are placed on women in 

society and to challenge traditional gender roles and expectations. It illustrates how traditional 

notions of marriage and gender roles can restrict the autonomy and independence of women, and 

it advocates for the need for women to have agency and independence in their lives (Holledge et 

al. 55). 

In Henrik Ibsen's play, A Doll’s House, the concept of love is explored in the context of 

Nora's marriage to Torvald. Nora is depicted as a wife and mother financially dependent on her 

husband and expected to manage the household and take care of the children. Throughout the 

play, Nora's actions and relationships with other characters are shaped by the expectations and 

conventions of the period, which dictated that women were to be submissive and obedient to 

their husbands (Kafshgarkolaie and Kami 104). However, as the play progresses, Nora realizes 



  Surname  8

that she has been living in a "doll's house," where she has been treated as a possession rather than 

a fully autonomous individual. She ultimately decides to leave her husband and children to find 

her identity and independence, breaking with the expectations of the period and challenging 

traditional gender roles (Holledge et al. 60). 

In this context, love can be seen as a symbol of the expectations and constraints placed on 

women in the late 19th century and the ways in which these expectations limited their ability to 

be fully autonomous and self-determining. In Act III, Nora explains her decision to leave 

Torvald: "I've 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 was fun when you played with me, just as they thought it was 

fun when I played with them. That's what our marriage has been, Torvald" (Ibsen 55). This quote 

suggests that Nora's relationship with Torvald has been based on a power dynamic in which he 

has been able to exert control over her and in which she has been treated as a plaything or a 

possession rather than as a fully equal partner (Kafshgarkolaie and Kami 107). In this sense, love 

can be seen as a symbol of how traditional gender roles and expectations can limit and restrict 

the autonomy and self-determination of women. 

Money 

In Henrik Ibsen's play A Doll’s House, the symbol of money highlights how traditional gender 

roles and expectations can limit the autonomy and independence of women. The play explores 

the restrictive and oppressive role that women are expected to fulfill in society, and money 

symbolizes the power dynamics at play within these societal expectations (Kafshgarkolaie and 

Kami 105). One of the main ways in which the symbol of money is used to explore the theme of 
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the role of women in society is through the character of Nora, who is financially dependent on 

her husband, Torvald. Nora cannot make decisions for herself and is expected to conform to 

societal expectations of femininity and behave in a submissive and obedient manner. This is 

evident in Nora's words when she says, "I've been your doll-wife, just as at home I was papa's 

doll-child" (Ibsen 75). The word "doll" in this context suggests that Nora is seen as an object to 

be played with and controlled rather than as a fully autonomous individual. Additionally, the 

symbol of money highlights how women are expected to present a facade of femininity and 

submissiveness rather than being able to express their true identities and desires. This is evident 

in how Nora is forced to hide her financial dealings and her true motivations from her husband 

and others to maintain the appearance of being a dutiful and obedient wife. Nora says, “You 

might give me money, Torvald. Then I will wrap it up in beautiful gilt paper and hang it on the 

Christmas Tree" (Ibsen 67). She is asking for the money so that she will be able to pay her secret 

debt. Nora's request for money for Christmas is motivated by her secret debt. Throughout the 

play, Nora is revealed to have taken out a loan in order to pay for her husband's medical 

treatment. She has been hiding this debt from her husband and others and using money she has 

secretly saved or borrowed to pay it off. Nora's request for money for Christmas may be 

motivated by her need to pay down this debt and to maintain the appearance of being a dutiful 

and obedient wife (Radam 151). The fact that Nora cannot access her financial resources 

underscores the power dynamics within traditional gender roles and expectations and how these 

expectations can restrict the autonomy and independence of women. In sum, the symbol of 

money in A Doll's House exposes the limitations and constraints placed on women in society and 

challenges traditional gender roles and expectations (Radam 150). It illustrates how traditional 
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notions of gender roles and expectations can restrict the autonomy and independence of women, 

and it advocates for the need for women to have agency and independence in their lives. 

Birds 

In Henrik Ibsen's play, A Doll’s House, the symbol of birds highlights the theme of the search for 

freedom and independence within the confines of traditional gender roles and expectations. The 

play, which was first published in 1879, explores the restrictive and oppressive role that women 

are expected to fulfill in society, and the symbol of birds serves as a metaphor for the desire to 

break free from these constraints. One of the main ways in which the symbol of birds is used to 

explore the theme of the role of women in society is through the character of Nora, who is 

financially and emotionally dependent on her husband, Torvald (Radam 152). Nora cannot make 

decisions for herself and is expected to conform to societal expectations of femininity and 

behave in a submissive and obedient manner. The desire to break free from these constraints is 

symbolized through the image of birds, which are associated with freedom and independence. In 

the play, Nora is described as a "little bird" (Ibsen 101) who is trapped within the confines of her 

domestic role and is unable to express her desires and autonomy fully. The symbol of birds 

serves to underscore the theme of the play that traditional gender roles and expectations can 

restrict the freedom and independence of women, and it advocates for the need for women to 

have agency and autonomy in their lives (Radam 159). 

The bird symbol also highlights how women are expected to present a facade of 

femininity and submissiveness rather than being able to express their true identities and desires. 

Nora is forced to hide her financial dealings and her true motivations from her husband and 
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others to maintain the appearance of being a dutiful and obedient wife (Kafshgarkolaie and Kami 

101). The desire to break free from these constraints and to express one's true identity is 

symbolized through the image of birds, which are associated with freedom and independence 

(Radam 153). Overall, the symbol of birds in A Doll's House exposes the limitations and 

constraints placed on women in society and challenges traditional gender roles and expectations. 

It illustrates how traditional notions of gender roles and expectations can restrict the freedom and 

independence of women, and it advocates for the need for women to have agency and autonomy 

in their lives. The relevance of the play's themes and the power of its symbols make it a classic 

work of literature that continues to be widely studied and analyzed today. 

The Stove  

In Henrik Ibsen's play A Doll’s House, the stove is mentioned as an element of Nora's household 

management and domestic responsibilities. Nora is depicted as a wife and mother who is 

financially dependent on her husband, Torvald and is expected to manage the household and take 

care of the children. The stove is mentioned in the play as a symbol of Nora's domestic duties 

and her role as a homemaker. For example, in Act I, Nora tells Torvald that she has been working 

hard to save money to buy him a Christmas present. She says: "I've been saving up for months; 

I've sold all the things I could do without, and I've made everything myself, including the 

Christmas tree decorations. I've even worked in the evening, when you were out, so as not to 

waste any time" (Ibsen 45). Later, in Act II, Nora tells Torvald that she has been working hard to 

keep the household running smoothly while he was away, saying: "I'm quite worn out, Torvald. 

I've been working like a slave while you were away. I've had the stove going from morning till 



  Surname  12

night" (Ibsen 48). Nora continued to say, "The stove cost quite a lot, but it's worth it. It's the most 

economical stove I could find. It's guaranteed to use half as much fuel as any other stove" (Ibsen 

59). Nora speaks this quote in defense of the expensive stove she purchased. The stove 

symbolizes Nora's desire to be a good wife and mother and create a comfortable and pleasant 

home for her family. It also suggests the importance that Nora places on economic responsibility 

and on being able to manage the household budget. These references to the stove suggest that 

Nora's role as a homemaker involves a significant amount of physical labor and domestic work 

and that she is expected to manage the household and care for the children while also trying to 

save money and maintain the household budget (Radam 160). The stove is mentioned as a 

symbol of this work and the importance of Nora's domestic responsibilities. 

Conclusion  

Henrik Ibsen's use of symbolism in A Doll's House plays a significant role in exploring the theme 

of the role of women in society. The metaphor of A Doll's House and the tarantella dance are 

powerful symbols that reveal the constraints and limitations placed on Nora by her society and 

how she is treated as a possession rather than a fully autonomous individual. These symbols also 

reflect the suppressed desires and ambitions of Nora's character and the destructive power of 

these desires as they ultimately lead her to break with the expectations of her society and seek 

her own identity and independence. Through these symbols, Ibsen exposes the limitations and 

inequalities that still exist for women in the modern world, and he encourages his audience to 

consider how traditional gender roles and expectations can restrict and oppress women. 
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