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Feminism in Henrik Ibsen's plays:


The question of Ibsen’s relationship to feminism, whether one is referring specifically to the turn-of-the-century women’s movement or more generally to feminism as an ideology, has been a vexed one. 
[bookmark: more]The view supporting Ibsen as feminist can be seen to lie along a spectrum of attitudes with Ibsen as quasi-socialist at one end and Ibsen as humanist at the other. Proponents of the first stance might point to an amateur performance of A Doll’s House in 1886 in a Bloomsbury drawing room in which all the participants were not only associated with the feminist cause but had achieved or would achieve prominence in the British socialist movement. Looking at Ibsen’s advocates in terms of political groups, one may safely claim that his strongest supporters were found in socialist circles.
A crucial element of Ibsen’s relationship to feminism is the role played by actual feminists in his life and work. Their influence began within his own family, with his wife Suzannah Thoresen Ibsen and her stepmother and former governess Magdalene Thoresen. Magdalene Thoresen, Danish writer of novels and dramas, translator of the French plays the young Ibsen staged at the Norwegian National Theatre in Bergen, and ‘probably the first “New Woman” he had ever met’, was a key role model for Suzannah, an independent-minded woman whose favorite author was George Sand—Suzannah left her mark on Ibsen’s conception of such strong-willed heroines as Hjordis of The Vikings at Helgehtid (1858), Svanhild of Love’s Comedy (1862), and Nora of A Doll’s House.

No introduction to the topic of Ibsen and feminism would be complete without mention of his reception. Whether or not one chooses to regard his work itself as feminist, there is no denying that much of it—above all A Doll’s House—was enthusiastically welcomed by feminist thinkers in Norway and throughout Europe. In closing the door on her husband and children, Nora opened the way to the turn-of-the-century women’s movement. To mention only a few examples of the play’s impact, Gina Krog, a leading Norwegian feminist in the 1880s and first editor of the feminist journal Nyltende, called the drama and its likely reformative effects a miracle. Amalie Skram, Norway’s foremost naturalist writer and the first Norwegian author to treat female sexuality, praised the play dramatically and psychologically and saw it as a warning of what would happen when women in general woke up to the injustices that had been committed against them.

The roles of women have been a big part of literature and are usually a representation of how the roles of women in real life have evolved. Henrik Ibsen's "Hedda Gabler" and "A Doll's House" are considered by many to be representations of the issues women faced in the 19th century. During the 1800s, women began to slowly become more independent. More and more women began to enter the work force and take on more responsibilities. However, this change was a gradual process. Just because it was becoming more acceptable to work does not mean a woman could merely decide to get a job working alongside a man. It depended on class and social status. As both "Hedda Gabler" and "A Doll's House" show, middle class women were still expected to have less prominent roles in the household. While this was OK for some, there were always others that wanted more from life. They felt they were being told they had more freedom, but in actuality, they still were limited in what they could actually do. Evidence of this began to appear in the literature of the time especially in works written by women. "Most popular fiction produced by women in the mid-nineteenth century was directed towards advocating social change" (Cruea). Women used literature as a way to speak their minds about the changes they wished to see.
When one considers these factors, it is not surprising that women viewed the characters Nora Helmer and Hedda Gabler as empowering. More and more things were being geared towards women, and women saw the characters as people they could relate to. Although accomplished in different ways, the main female characters from each play decide to take their life choices in their own hands and step outside of the box society has made for them. Their choices and the timing of the 19th century feminist movement caused the plays and Ibsen to become associated with being supportive of feminism. The characters could be seen as victims in situations caused by the men around them. As a result, many began to argue that the characters were Ibsen's way of advocating feminism. Ibsen never confirmed or denied this, but many critics feel that others focus too much on the gender of the main characters and the plays are actually representations of realism.
The constant discussions regarding whether the plays are examples of feminism or realism leaves us with the question, "Why did Ibsen write these plays as he did?" Ibsen was a writer of drama and realism. Realism by definition is "a manner of treating subject matter that presents a careful description of everyday life, usually of the lower and middle classes" (Realism). Feminism was an issue among all classes during the 19th century. Based on the definition of realism, a piece of literature that depicts the everyday inequalities that exists between men and women would qualify as realism.
Ibsen did not set out to write a piece on feminism; nor did he specifically set out to write plays to empower women. He was only trying to capture life's situations. Ibsen was not trying to create tales with happy endings. This is clearly obvious as neither play ends happily in the traditional sense. Some may consider the fact that Nora and Hedda free themselves from those around them a type of "happy ending". It is not done in a glamorous fashion and is real. According to William Archer, Ibsen's "...primary concern is the projection of character, and its development by aid of an interesting, moving, absorbing action" (Archer 145). This is evident if you really look at the characters of Nora and Hedda. The characters are deep and go through life changing experiences. The journey each character embarks on represents a timeless "life" lesson that can be applied to various situations.
In "A Doll's House", Nora Helmer is treated like a caged bird. In her husband's eyes, she exists to be beautiful and there when he needs to be entertained. He even often refers to her as his little songbird. She does not do much around the house with the exception of shopping and playing with the children. She lives in a fantasy world and does not really care about the misfortune of others unless it directly affects her. This is evident when her widowed friend comes to visit her and asks for help finding a job. Nora cannot stop thinking about her "wonderful" her life and proceeds to share these details with her friend. It is almost as if life is just a game. In her mind, bad things happen but will not last forever. Until the events that occurred in the play, Nora was never required to deal with true misfortune on her own.
Nora is not taken seriously, but this is understandable because she has never had the opportunity to think for herself. Nora even realizes this herself. She states:
What I mean is: I passed out of Daddy's hands into yours. You arranged everything to your tastes, and I acquire the same tastes. Or I pretended to... I don't really know... I think it was a bit of both, sometimes one thing and sometimes the other. When I look back, it seems to me I have been living here like a beggar, hand to mouth. I lived by doing tricks for you, Torvald. But that's the way you wanted it. You and Daddy did me a great wrong. It's your fault that I've never made anything of my life (Ibsen 80).

If you look at Nora's situation for what it really is, you will realize she is a person that is trying to form her own opinions. This does apply to feminism due to the fact that the movement became a way to empower women to think on their own. However, it also applies to many people regardless of sex, race, age, nationality, etc. There are many people today that are stuck in situations where others have made choices for them. It could be family members or a group of peers.
Hedda, on the other hand, is the opposite of Nora. Hedda has her own opinions and is not afraid to share them. Hedda actions throughout the play stem from the fact that she feels she is a victim. She is forced to follow the rules of society in order to keep a certain image. She did not marry George Tesman because she fell in love with him. She did it because she was reaching thirty. She states, "I really danced myself tired, my dear sir. I had had my day..." (Ibsen 202). During the time the play was written, women were expected to be married by a certain age. Hedda most likely always expected to be married by the time she turned thirty. When George Tesman came along, she settled for him because she thought she would have a comfortable future with him. She also thought he would be able to afford her the type of lifestyle she deserves. From the outside, they appear to be the picture perfect couple which allows her to keep up appearance.
Since Henrik Ibsen never confirmed if he was for or against feminism, there will always be questions regarding his intentions when writing "Hedda Gabler" and "A Doll's House". "He has drawn many noble women, true; but also many vulgar, base, an abominable women.
Ibsen likely felt that he accomplished his goals with both plays. Even though they have been labeled as pro-feminism, the plays have always made audience members think. This is accomplished through both plays whether by reading them or seeing them performed. Many have seen themselves or someone they know in Hedda or Nora. For those that don't, they have at least felt a connection to the characters. Even today, people are still stocked by Hedda's insensitive actions and her need to play puppet master to those around her. With Nora, they can understand her decision to leave her family and find her own way in life.



Feminism in Bernard Shaw plays:

The role of women did not change for centuries.  All religions and political systems pictured women as mothers and wife’s, gentle, weak and not so smart.  On the end of the 19th century, attitudes towards women had begun to change and their position in society improved in several ways- in law, in education and employment.  Bernard Show was one of the first one to see women as a human being not just an addition to a man.  Women in Bernard Shaw’s plays start changing and discovering different world through intellectual evolution.  Let see how he portrayed them in six diffident plays: “Widowers houses”, “Pygmalion”, “Arms and the Man”, “Saint Joan” and “Caesar and Cleopatra”.  Let see if Show’s women are the “New women” of incoming XX centuries?
 Bernard Shaw's Widowers' Houses (1892) was influenced by Norwegian dramatist Henrik Ibsen and Karl Marx.  Shaw’s drama was very intellectual and used the theatre as a social force to influence and change the existing social systems and structures.  Woman emerged in Shows plays are strong and independent and educated, bold and assertive. They do not rely on men but learn from them.  The New Women were inducted into the early and middle plays of Shaw.  They eschewed their traditional roles of dutiful daughters and submissive wives and seized the role of the protagonist.  They set a new trend by challenging male authority and attempting to remake the world created by men.  
Shaw's play “Pygmalion” is an insightful comedy of social manners and social morality.  The central theme of the play is the contrast between language professor Higgins and his passion for improving humanity and Eliza, an ordinary girl, who desire affection and better life.  “Pygmalion” Eliza changes from a street flower seller to an independent and knowledgeable woman.  Shaw rejected the traditional romantic ending in his play and made Eliza a strong independent woman able to survive using her own skills and talents.  I believe it was very difficult for an audience at this time to accept a play that has serious topic and no romantic problems.  Traditional play had some time of romantic topic to attract audience.  Show wanted to change that.  He wanted to educate the audience.  He shows them the reality of our society, to open their eyes on social problems.  

Shaw believes that individual aspiration rather than the survival of species gives purpose and meaning to life.  In “Saint Joan” he presents a woman in her true role as prime mover of the evolutionary process.  He uses a real example of Joan of Arc to show woman that they can be strong and succeed.  There is a reason why Shaw was so realistic about Joan voices.  He did not believe in their supernatural source.  He believed Joan was an amazing, strong and brilliant woman.  She herself did not understand how she knew what to do with her thoughts so her imagination explained them as voices from Saint Margaret or Saint Katherine or Saint Michael.  Religious ideas such as those embodied in medieval Catholicism and its social counterpart, Feudalism, reject evolutionary thinking and view the world in static terms.  Joan as precursor of Protestantism and nationalism was a threat to both.
Shaw’s earlier female characters are highly practical, capable, and unromantic women like Candida and Ann Whitefield, or passionate idealists like Mrs. Warren and Barbara. "Saint Joan is an attempt at several kinds of synthesis.  In it Shaw unites the practical and the ideal" and carries as far as [he] can take it the spirituality of the girl heroines" (Bentley 168).  Shaw’s unwomanly women often shocked Victorian audiences.  Through his literary work he actively engaged in the fight against the romantic depiction of love, marriage, and sex in the popular fiction and drama of his time. 



