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FEMINIST CRITIQUE AND PHENOMENOLOGICAL APPROACH
TO INTERPRETING H. IBSEN’S “A DOLL’S HOUSE”

The article deals with the issue of interpreting the role and ambitions of the main female character
in Henrik Ibsen's play “A Doll’s House”. The authors offer a comprehensive analysis from two
diffrent viewpoints that provide an insight into the interpretation of the play through the prism
of feminist critique and phenomenology. The articles emphasizes that the position of a woman
in the household of the patriarchal society was predominantly ornamental. Following the story
of Nora's awakening from her metaphorical sleep, where she happily chirps like a bird in her
presumably happy marriage, the authors delve into how the protagonist realizes that her husband is
not the dignified and loving man she used to believe he was and he never actually lived up to his own
ideals. Torvalds in no time withdraws from Nora as his wife and the mother of his three children
and it does not matter to him that Nora commits forgery only to get the money to save his own life
and then lies to him in order to spare his sense of dignity. Nora is terrified and stupefied to realize
that she is now just a hideous criminal and a dishonest “unprincipled woman” who ‘“destroyed his
whole happiness” and “ruined his future”.

Another viewpoint the authors take to analyze the play is phenomenology from the works of Edmund
Husserl, Alfred Schultz, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckman. The concepts of phenomenology that
the researchers use in this article are epoché, being Nora's assumption that she lives in an ideal
world where she is happily married to the man who would stand up to “shield her with his broad
wings” whatever happens; specific shock, i.e. certain ground-breaking event ruining the settled
order things, which in the story of A Doll’s House is the blackmail attempt revealing Torvald’s true
face; ultimate horizon of Nora's life-world is her aspiration to pay off the loan she took to afford
the life-saving trip for her husband without the husband’s knowing, etc. Consequently, this papers
claims that Nora Helmer's desire to leave her husband, her home and children can be explained
by her newly-arising aspiration to “deliberately arrest the spontaneity of her experience and turn

the attention upon herself”.
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Nora's awakening.

Outline of the problem in general and its
connection with important scientific or practi-
cal tasks. The rights and role of a woman in a still
predominantly patriarchal society has always been
a worthy and sensitive topic to analyze. The ever
changing world is presenting us with more and more
challenges, yet the question of a woman’s rights in
the modern society still remains largely unanswered.
One of the first authors to draw attention to this issue,
sometimes called “the first male feminist”, Henrik
Ibsen is known for having created strong outstanding
female characters, such as Nora Helmer, Mrs. Alving,
Hedda Gabler, and Hilda Wangel. This paper focuses
on the character of Nora Helmer, a woman who
seems flirty and frivolous at first sight but is capable
of doing something much more serious than anyone

would expect from her. This paper will investigate
the main character from “A Doll’s House” using
two approaches at the same time — feminism critique
and phenomenology.

Analysis of recent articles and publications
researching this issue with highlights on previ-
ously unresolved parts of the general problem
that the article is dealing with. Ibsen’s female char-
acters have never been under the radar of research-
ers. Among those who studied the playwright’s
unconventional women were A. Asbjorn, S. Ahmed,
M. Rifat, J. Afroze, L. Balnam, R. Ahmad, A. Wani
and others. Thus, Amir Hossain in “Ibsen’s Treatment
of Women” states that each Ibsen’s female charac-
ter, including Nora is “first and foremost a human
being, rather than merely a woman”. The researcher
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also states that Ibsen tries to “show woman’s pro-
testing mood, their destructive forces through cre-
ating powerful female characters” “...striving for
authenticity against the unconscious hypocrisy
of males in their patriarchal society” [3, p. 1-3].
Analyzing Nora’s motives behind her famous walk
out of the house, Rayees Ahmad and Aasif Rashid
Wani in “The Concept of Feminism in Henrik Ibsen’s
A Doll’s House” state that she primarily aspires for
“individual freedom <...> for self-development
whereby she is to become a person in her own right
and also in the sight of others”. The researchers out-
line the rigidity of the suffocating patriarchal society
where a “woman cannot be herself” [1, p. 1]. How-
ever, feminist critique of the play does not seem to
have been previously compared with phenomeno-
logical interpretation before.

The purpose of the article. Considering that
the issue of woman’s role in the society is still
an urgent and largely unresolved one and Nora
Helmer’s personality is far from fully understood, this
article attempts to interpret Nora Helmer’s character
through two separate perspectives — feminist critique
and phenomenological approach.

Presentation of the main material of the research
with proof of the obtained scientific results. Writ-
ten in the beginning of the 20-th century Henrik
Ibsen’s drama “A Doll’s House” realistically portrays
the ornamental position of a woman in the household
that was generally characteristic of the epoch. Being
constantly occupied with everyday petty troubles as
well as her big and little secrets, Nora considers her-
self genuinely happy and seems hardly aware that
her husband treats her like a pet rather than a human
being. Both Nora and Torvald need a shock of Krog-
stad’s villainy letter to realize the truth about their
lives. Torvald’s stunning revelation was the realiza-
tion that his treasured wife is not an innocent lark
whose main business is to chirp and dance to amuse
him. Torvald is astonished to find out that Nora is
a secretive intelligent person, able of a crime as he
sees it. However, Nora’s insights seem much more
painful: she realizes that she is married to a man who
only declares that he wants to protect her and “shield
her with his broad wings” [6, p. 126] from whatever
disaster may come. In reality, when the catastrophe
of the Krogstad’s letter, revealing Nora’s deception
and forgery comes forward, Nora suddenly becomes
aware that her beloved husband is in fact a coward
and a traitor whose main concern is public opinion
and outward decency of his position.

The irony of Torvald’s situation lies in the fact
that he is actually not aware that he himself vividly
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represents the vices he condemns most — moral cor-
ruption and lying. His moral corruption is his vanity
and oversensitive perception of himself in the eyes
of the society. He wants everybody to see him dig-
nified, a successful career man and a strict but lov-
ing husband. He claims that he would not “condemn
a man for a single false step” in order to look gener-
ous and big-hearted in his own and his wife’s eyes.
However, Nora, along with the reader, realizes those
are merely words that Torvald never intends to live
up to, as he contradicts them multiple times. More-
over and more importantly, Nora grasps that Torvald
will immediately stop being protective and patroniz-
ing of her as soon as he finds out that she is a more
complicated person than he has always assumed.
Upon finding out that Nora has committed a crime
of forging her father’s signature to get a money loan
from Krogstad, Torvalds in no time withdraws from
Nora as his wife and the mother of his three children.
It does not matter to him that Nora commits forgery
only to get the money to save his own life and then
lies to him in order to spare his sense of dignity.
Nora is terrified and stupefied to realize that she is
now just a hideous criminal and a dishonest “unprin-
cipled woman” who “destroyed his whole happiness”
and “ruined his future” [6, p. 107]. Furthermore, Nora
is stunned to find out that they must go on living as
they “have always done; but of course only in the eyes
of the world” [6, p. 108]. It is unbearable for Nora to
become aware that Torvald is not the man she fell in
love with — someone she thought he “deeply and won-
derfully loves” her and “would not hesitate a moment
to give his very life” for her sake [6, p. 75]. Not only
Torvald is unwilling” to give his very life” for Nora’s
sake, it never even occurs to him to take the charge
of forgery upon himself. In fact, his greatest fear is
that people will think that he was “at the bottom of it
all and even egged her on” [6, p. 108].

The evening Torvald reads two of Krogstad’s let-
ters — one blackmailing him and the other where Krog-
stads apologizes for the first one, — Nora’s eyes open
to see not only the real person her husband is but also
the truth about her own life and marriage. It becomes
evident that Torvald’s attitude to women in general is
somewhat like people perceive furniture or an article
of interior design. For instance, he advises Mrs. Lin-
den to pick up embroidery instead of knitting only
because it looks “prettier”: “You hold the embroidery
in the left hand so, and then work the needle with
the right band, in a long, easy curve, don't you?”” while
“knitting is always ugly” [6, p. 107]. He could as well
be talking about fitting a vase of an appropriate color
into the room. Torvald is also especially eager to help
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Nora dress up for parties and then rejoice in watching
his wife to be the most beautiful woman in the danc-
ing-hall. This also reveals Torvald’s vanity and sex-
ism. When Nora finally understands that, it becomes
unbearable for her to go on living with the man like
that under the same roof. She outgrows herself from
being a “dancing and singing lark” to a person who
wants “to educate” [6, p. 130] herself. Nora doubts
herself being able to raise her own children and being
a role-model for them. She does not want to be a “fit
wife” for Torvald anymore, and she wants to settle
everything by herself, without Torvald’s help.

Phenomenological approach to understanfing
Doll’s House. The main problems analyzed in Edmund
Husserl’s article “Objectivity and the World of Expe-
rience” are the following: a) the problem of histori-
cal possibility of “objective” science; b) the problem
of the possibility of the objective scientific knowl-
edge. Considering the perceived world as a “Hera-
clitian flux of ever-changing data of sensible things”
[4, p. 343], Husserl posits that everything we might
think we know about the world we live in is only
relative compared to the total amount of information
generally known about this world. Thus, acquiring
any kind of knowledge becomes “continually pos-
sible process of correction” [4, p. 343], of what we
already know and, therefore, “knowing” anything in
perfection becomes theoretically impossible. Husserl
suggests the method the science can use to overcome
this paradox. The method of idealization consists in
ascribing to any object in reality an ideal of knowl-
edge about it which can and should be perfected infi-
nitely [4, p. 347].

Another Husserl’s article “The Life-World
and the World of Science” deals with comparison
of two modes of living — that of ordinary people
and the other of scientists. According to the article
all people who are not involved in scientific research
live in their own thematic worlds the horizons
of which are marked by these people’s ultimate goal
or areas of interest. The goal or interests are termed
as people’s “vocation” and make people indifferent
to anything else but events or knowledge connected
to this “vocation” of theirs [5, p. 378]. Compared to
such rather separate “life-worlds”, the “worlds of sci-
ence” are hierarchically and systematically organized
and serve “premises, building stones” to one another.
This world of science, being also a “life-world” in
the sense that individual scientists have their personal
ultimate “ends”, is growing in infinitum [5, p. 380].

Alfred Schultz’ research investigates the notion
of multiple realities: the reality of daily life, of dreams,
of science and of personal opinion. According to his

article “Realities from Daily Life to Theoretical Con-
templation” every person at any age has an accumu-
lated stock of experiences that serve this person as
a “scheme of references” [7, p. 26]. One of the main
concepts of this approach is people’s “natural atti-
tude” to life, i. e. practical interest in the world. Main-
taining this natural attitude, people normally take
their assumptions about the world that surrounds
them for granted and only something extraordinary
in the normal course of events can make them ques-
tion these assumptions. Rather than suspending their
belief in the reality of the world or placing the world
between brackets (as in phenomenological epoché),
people with natural attitude tend to “put between
the brackets the doubt that the world and its objects
might be otherwise than they appear to be” [7, p. 27].
Schulz calls this phenomenon the epoché of natural
attitude. Another important concept in Schultz’ the-
ory is the notion of “specific shock” [7, p. 37]) that
is pre-requisite for people with natural attitude to
reality in order for them to “abandon” their attitudes
toward this reality and put it in question [7, p. 37].
The reality of daily life is characterized by people’s
full-awakeness that is considered to be the “high-
est degree of tension of consciousness” [7, p. 41]
and is opposed to the world of dreams that happens
in the complete relaxation of deep sleep. “Working”,
being an important concept in the world of daily
life, can be defined as a conscious attempt to realize
some “underlying project” [7, p. 29] while any kinds
of actions made by the dreamer are “without purpose
or project” [7, p. 42]. In the world of dream the world
of daily life is preserved as an object in the form
of recollections and retentions while the attention to
life, the main component of the world of daily life, is
“directed toward the self in the past tense” [7, p. 42].
According to Shultz, one cannot speak and think in
the dream world, on the contrary, if the person is
speaking and thinking it means they use the “imple-
ments of the world of working and they are sub-
ject to principles of consistency and compatibility”
[7, p. 43]. The implements of the world of theoretical
contemplation, on the other hand, are not the attempts
to “master the pregiven world” but actions “aimed to
observe and possibly understand it” [7, p. 44].
Elaborating the theory of multiple realities, Peter
Berger and Thomas Luckman introduced the concepts
of problematic and unproblematic aspects of reality.
The reality is perceived as unproblematic as long
as “the routines of everyday life continue without
interruption” [2, p. 38]. Another important concept
the scientists apply is the notion of common language
grounded in everyday life that is used to objectify
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any experiences from all the realities. It is the lan-
guage that makes sure that the reality of everyday life
maintains its paramount status, even when the “leaps”
between realities take place [2, p. 39—40].

The concepts of phenomenology can be suc-
cessfully applied to analyze Henrik Ibsen’s play
“ADoll’s House”. Thus, Nora’s epoché is her placing
the doubt in her husband within brackets and taking
for granted the assumption that she lives in an ideal
world in which she is happily married to the man
who would stand up to “shield her with his broad
wings” [6, p. 111]) whatever happens. She does not
“stop and think™ or “cast doubt” [7, p. 27] upon her
senses that, as she believes, tell her how the things
in her family are. Her “attention to life” is directed
solely to keep her husband unaware of the crime that
she committed out of love to him. Using E. Husserl’s
terminology, Nora’s ultimate “horizon” of her life-
world is her aspiration to pay off the loan she took
to afford the life-saving trip for her husband with-
out the husband’s knowing. This aspiration being
her “vocation” makes her “indifferent to anything
else” [5, p. 379] so she does not notice or pay much
attention to the fact that her husband perceives her
rather like a pet than a human being. She accepts her
husband’s reproaches about her being unpractical
and extravagant as part of her daily routine. These
reproaches, the general play tone of her relation-
ship with her husband along with the pet names that
Torvald gives to her — “my silly squirrel” or “little
lark” do not arise as something “problematic” in her
daily life routine as long as she is confident about one
thing — Torvald loves her so “deeply” and “wonder-
fully” and “he would not hesitate a moment to give
his very life” for her sake [6, p. 67]. Only after Nora
experiences the “specific shock” [7, p. 37] of see-
ing her husband’s reaction to what she has done, she
“stops to think” and asks herself questions about
the real nature of her life and marriage. This “shock”
makes her “leap” or transit between realities: Nora
stops existing in the reality of everyday life that,
in its turn, stops being “unproblematic” for her
and transits into the reality of theoretical contempla-
tion where she is going to engage herself with edu-
cation and attempts to “know” herself and her “sur-
roundings”. The “shock” or “problematic” turn in her
relationship with her husband makes Nora revise her
views about her sweet little life in her cozy dollhouse
and grasp that all of her life has been nothing more
than a playroom — first with her father and then with
Torvald and children. Nora symbolically changes
her masquerade costume before the final conversa-
tion with Torvald: taking off her Capri costume can
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be interpreted as “falling of the curtain” [2, p. 39]
marking the transition between realities. Nora steps
into a new reality where she is no longer a “skipping
squirrel” [6, p. 3] or a “little bird” [6, p. 106] but
where she is an adult woman who is willing to take
her life under her own control.

Nora makes a decision to leave her husband
and children in order “to educate herself” [6, p. 115],
and her goal becomes the desire to “observe and pos-
sibly understand” the reality [7, p. 44]. She suddenly
becomes aware in her face-to-face interaction with
Torvald that he is much better known to her than her
own self which she never stops to reflect upon. Thus,
her desire to leave him, her home and children can be
explained by the new aspiration to “deliberately arrest
the spontaneity of her experience and turn the atten-
tion upon herself” [2, p. 44]. She finally wants to
understand what kind of a person she really is out-
side the context of a “doll wife” and a “doll daughter”
that her husband and father put her in. Another thing
she might subconsciously feel obliged to change
about herself and the society in which she lives — is
the unfair distribution of the “social stock of knowl-
edge” [2, p. 59]. In the beginning of the play when
Krogstad comes to blackmail her, Nora is astonished
to find out that many things of this world just go
“behind her back” she lives in the patriarchal society
where women seldom educate themselves and do not
even know that forging a signature is a crime. Nora is
overwhelmed with the understanding that the world
is much more complicated than she imagined it to be.
In Husserl’s terms, Nora becomes aware that every-
thing she thought she knew about the world is almost
neglectable compared to the endless mass of knowl-
edge in general. Therefore, in order to change that
Nora has to leave her family for good as there are no
mechanisms in that patriarchal society for a woman
to combine the duties of a wife and mother with self-
education and development. She decides to transit
from the world of daily life to the world of theoreti-
cal contemplation and devote her life to idealization-
the process of continual correction of knowledge in
infinitum [4, p. 343].

Conclusions. Henrik Ibsen’s play “A Doll’s
House” illustrates the story of Nora’s awakening
step-by-step from being a model wife and her mas-
ter’s “dolly”. She becomes aware that it just seemed
to her that she was happy “doing tricks” for her hus-
band since no one can be truly happy while constantly
hiding who they really are. She understands that her
communion with Torvald Helmer cannot be called
a marriage understood as a voluntary union of two
equal people. Torvald appears to be drastically differ-
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ent from what she imagined him to be whereas Nora  stand” the reality wins over all the other ambitions in
suddenly realizes her inner need to educate herself her, therefore she makes the transition from mundane
that becomes her primary aim of existence after leav- life that most women in the traditional patriarchal
ing her husband and children. In phenomenological society are confined to and thus broadens the hori-
terms, Nora’s desire to “observe and possibly under-  zons of her life-world.
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TiopaieBa A. B., I'pmzkenxo I'. F0. PEMIHICTUYHUNA TA ®EHOMEHOJIOTTYHUH ITIIXIT
JIO THTEPIIPETAITI «JIIJIBKOBOTO TOMY» X. IBCEHA

Y cmammi poszensoaemocs numanns inmepnpemayii poni ti ambiyin eonoenoi cepoini n’ecu Xempira
locena «Jlanvkosuil Oimy». Aemopu NponoHyoms aHaiiz meopy 3 080X HeNOOIOHUX NO3UYIL: KPi3b NPUMy
eminicmuynoi kpumuku ma 3 noansoy ¢penomenonocii E. I'vecepns, A. Ulynovya, I1. bepeepa ma T. Jlakmana.
Y cmammi niokpecnioemocs, wo cmanosuwje HCiHKU 8 00OMOBONOOIHHI NAMPIAPXATbHO20 CYCHLTbCMEa OV
nepesanicho oexopamusHum. Ananizyrouu icmopiio npo6yodicenns Hopu 6io it memaghopuunozco chy, oe 6oua
wacauea y wnobi i 1e2K08aNCHO YBIPIHbKAE, HIOU NMAWKA, A8MOPU 3a2IUOTI0I0MbCA 8 Me, 5K 20/I08HA 2ePOiHSL
YCBIOOMIIOE, WO 1T YON0BIK HACNPABOL He € MI€I0 2I0HOI0 [ 004010 TH0OUHOTO, SIKOTO B0HA 1020 88adcand. /o

Mo20 Jic GiH HIKOU He 8i0n08idas Hasimb énackum ideanam. Topeanvo nezaiino giopikacmucsa 8io Hopu, ceéoci

OpYIACUHU Mma mMamepi mpbox 1o2o dimetl, i 01 Hb020 308CIiM He 8axcauso, ujo Hopa tide na 3noyun auwe 0711
mozo, Wob ompumamu epouti Ha NOPAMYHOK tio2o, Topeanb0oeozo, sHcumms, a HOMimM opeuie oMy MinbKU
01151 moeo, wjob He spazumu tio2o nowymms 2cionocmi. Hopa i3 srcaxom ycgioomnroe, wo o Topsanvoa menep
B0HA NPOCMO Mep3eHHA 3NOYUHHUYA Ul HeueCHa «Oe3NPUHYUNHA HCIHKAY, AKA «3HUWUNA 8Ce 1020 Wacmsy
ma «3incyeana oo MatlOymuey.

Inwioro nosuyicto, Ky agmopu 8UKOPUCMOBYIOMb O AHANIZY N'ecu, € heHomenonozia 3 npays Eomynoa
Tyccepnsa, Anvgpeoa Llynvya, Ilimepa bepeepa ma Tomaca Jlaxmana. Iowsmmsamu penomenonosii, saxi
O00CTIOHUKU BUKOPUCMOBYIOMb V Yill cmammi, € maki: epoché, moomo npunywenus Hopu npo me, wo
BOHA JiCUBE 8 I0eaNbHOMY C8imi, 0e B0HA WACAUBO GULIUAA 3AMIJNC 3d YON08IKA, SAKUU OYOb-KOIU 20MOGULL
«3axucmumu il c80IMU WUPOKUMU KpULaMuy, wo 6 ne cmanocs, specific shock, mobmo neena naossuyaiina
nOO0is, AKA PYUHYE 8pe2ybO8aHUl NOPAOOK (8 icmopii «JIAnbK08020 00MY» € CNPOOOIO WAHMANCY, AKUL BUABTAE

cnpasocue oonuyusa Topsanvoa); enomenonoziunum copusoumom (horizon) scummesoco ceimy Hopu € it

NPACHEHHS GUNLAMUMU NO3UKY, AKY GOHA 351d, W0O MAMU 3M02Y HOBE3MU YOLOBIKA 8 HCUMMEBD HEOOXIOHY
tiomy sionycmky, mowjo. Omorce, y yii cmammi cmeepodicyemucsi, wo basicanns Hopu Xeimep 3anuwumu
€6020 YON0BIKA, CBIll Oim i Oimell MOJNCHA NOACHUMU ii HOBUM NPACHEHHAM (MepMiHamu GeHOMeHON02il)
«HABMUCHO 3YNUHUMU CNOHMAHHICIb C8020 00CEI0Y Ma 36EPHYMU Y8azy Ha cebey.

Kniouogi cnosa: genomenonoziunuii nioxio, ponv JHCiHKU, heMiniCMUYHa KpUumuKka, Mmemapopudnuii cow,
npobyodxcenns Hopu.
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