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A Doll’s House Binaries 

 A Doll’s House by Henrik Ibsen demonstrates several binaries including adult/child, 

right/wrong, possession/freedom, and male/female. In the beginning, it seemed like Nora and 

Torvald had a great relationship along with a great life. Readers may be under the impression 

that they respected each other as individuals based on the way they acted toward one another. As 

the play progressed, readers saw how Torvald demeaned Nora in a sense. 

 Torvald treated Nora as a child. He acted as more of an adult or father figure towards her 

rather than an equal, or a partner in their marriage. He gave her pet names such as songbird, 

squirrel, and skylark. Whenever Torvald spoke to Nora it seemed that he either reprimanded her, 

or talked to her like she was a little girl. It wasn’t until the end of the play when he started to 

realize where she was coming from, referring to the money problem, that he actually held a 

serious conversation with her. Nora was also dependent upon Torvald as a child would be to 

their parents. When it came to money, for example, Torvald did not trust Nora with money. 

When he did give her a little bit however, he expected her to waste it on childish things such as 

candy. Torvald specifically asks if Nora has been eating any macaroons or jelly and she responds 

by saying, “I shouldn’t think of doing what you disapprove of (1068).” This is a clear example of 

how Torvald treats her like a child. 

 There is also a right and wrong binary, which is a reoccurring idea in the play. Readers 

find out that Nora has forged her father’s signature and borrowed money to save her husband’s 
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life. Her husband didn’t know about this and she felt that she couldn’t tell him so instead she got 

the money so they could afford the trip to Italy that doctors said would save Torvald’s life. Even 

though this was against the law for women to do during that time period, Nora valued her 

marriage and husband more than societies laws. What she did was right her eyes because she was 

saving her husband’s life, but in that time it was the wrong this to do as a woman. Later, 

Krogstad finds out about Nora’s secret and threatens her if she doesn’t convince Torvald to let 

Krogstad keep his job. Yet again, Nora is faced with a dilemma as to what is the right thing to 

do. She then decides to play dumb yet again, demeaning herself as a woman, to distract Torvald 

and make him reconsider firing Krogstad. This may not have been the best decision in her eyes 

because she is going against her beliefs as a woman; however in order to protect Torvald from 

humiliation and her previous “wrongdoings” she realizes it has to be done and that’s the right 

thing to do in this situation. 

 A third binary in A Doll’s House includes possession and freedom. Torvald seems to 

have this need to possess Nora. He states, “No one would believe how much it costs a man to 

keep such a little bird as you (1067).” The fact that he gives her these pet names makes the 

reader feel like he treats her almost as his pet, just something he owns and takes care of. As a 

woman in that time period, Nora didn’t have much freedom. She couldn’t do things without her 

husband, he was in charge; women didn’t have rights.  

 Finally, the last binary states the male versus female positions in the play. This is the 

biggest binary and is shown constantly throughout the play. This binary can be seen as a 

compilation of the other binaries or scenarios involved in them. For example, the idea that Nora 

is sometimes treated like a child, or even a doll for that matter, gives the reader an idea of how 

other women were treated in that time period. It seemed normal for Nora to be treated that way 
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so men are seen as the dominant figures. Also, women weren’t looked at as equals. Torvald 

never seemed to have a serious or intellectual conversation with Nora until the end of the play 

when Nora finally has an ultimatum and decides to leave. Torvald brings up the idea that Nora is 

leaving behind her duties as a woman, those being a wife and mother. Clearly, Torvald could not 

take the responsibility of taking care of his children because that wasn’t his role as the man of the 

house; it was Nora’s. Torvald also shows his need to control Nora when she asks him to teach 

her the Tarantella again because she had forgotten it. The way he taught her showed more of his 

controlling side by how he gave instructions to the moves. Nora also gave in to him as a 

submissive by asking him to teach her the dance again and following his directions. 

 Although there were only several binaries explained, including adult/child, right/wrong, 

possession/freedom, and male/female, that doesn’t mean those are the only ones present in the 

play. Torvald and Nora express most of the binaries involved in that time period through their 

marriage. They showed what most marriages were like during that time, and how women were 

viewed, which some may say was controversial in the male dominant culture. 

 


