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In Henrik Ibsen's renowned play A Doll's House, the interactions between
characters often reveal underlying themes and character dynamics through the
use of various literary elements. One notable moment occurs when Helmer,
Nora's husband, refers to Nora's father. This reference is not merely a
casual mention but serves as a significant literary device that conveys
deeper meanings about character relationships, societal expectations, and
themes of authority and morality. Understanding the literary element employed
in this context enhances our appreciation of Ibsen's craftsmanship and the
play's thematic richness.

Understanding the Context: Helmer's Reference
to Nora's Father

Before delving into the specific literary element, it is essential to
understand the circumstances of Helmer's reference. Throughout A Doll's
House, Helmer exhibits condescending attitudes towards Nora, often
infantilizing her and emphasizing traditional gender roles. When he talks
about Nora's father, it is usually in the context of asserting authority or
discussing moral integrity.

In particular, Helmer's comments about Nora's father often serve as a way to
establish moral authority, question Nora's honesty, or reinforce societal
expectations about family and gender roles. Such references are not
incidental but are carefully crafted to reveal character traits and thematic
concerns.

The Literary Element: Allusion

Definition of Allusion
Allusion is a literary device that makes a brief, indirect reference to a
person, place, event, or idea of cultural, historical, or literary
significance. It relies on the reader's familiarity with the referenced
subject to deepen understanding or evoke certain associations.



How Helmer Uses Allusion When Referring to Nora's
Father
In the play, Helmer employs allusions when he mentions Nora's father, often
invoking his moral standing or reputation. For example, Helmer might refer to
Nora's father as a symbol of integrity or as an idealized figure who embodies
the virtues he expects Nora to uphold.

This use of allusion serves multiple purposes:

- Establishing Authority: Helmer's references to Nora's father sometimes
serve to remind Nora—and the audience—of the moral authority that Nora's
father represented, contrasting it with Nora's current situation.
- Implying Moral Judgment: By invoking Nora's father, Helmer subtly
criticizes Nora's past decisions or current behavior, implying that her
actions are not aligned with the moral standards set by her father.
- Reinforcing Societal Expectations: The allusions evoke societal norms that
value paternal authority and moral uprightness, highlighting the play's
critique of societal hypocrisy.

The Significance of Helmer's Reference: What
Does He Say About Nora's Father?

Helmer's Characterization Through the Allusion
When Helmer mentions Nora's father, he often portrays him as a figure of
moral superiority and authority. This characterization reflects Helmer's own
values and his desire to position himself within a moral framework that
aligns with traditional bourgeois ideals.

For example, Helmer might say something like, "Your father was a man of
honor," subtly suggesting that Nora should emulate her father's virtues or
that her actions are falling short of his standards. This statement not only
elevates Nora's father as an ideal but also implicitly criticizes Nora for
her perceived shortcomings.

Implications for Nora's Character and Agency
By referencing Nora's father, Helmer attempts to control or influence Nora's
behavior and moral self-perception. It suggests that Nora's actions are
judged against her father's reputation, thereby placing her under societal
and familial scrutiny.

This dynamic highlights key themes:

- Patriarchal Authority: The reference underscores the dominance of paternal



and male authority figures in shaping individual morality.
- Moral Judgments: It reveals how societal standards are used to judge
personal decisions, often to the detriment of individual agency.
- Nora's Subjugation: The allusion emphasizes Nora's position as someone who
is expected to conform to moral expectations set by her father and, by
extension, society.

Analyzing the Literary Devices in Context

While allusion is the primary literary element in Helmer's reference, it
often works in conjunction with other devices:

- Irony: Helmer's use of moral references is ironic because, despite his
emphasis on morality, he exhibits manipulative and self-serving behavior.
- Symbolism: Nora's father symbolizes societal ideals of morality and
authority, which are ultimately questioned and critiqued in the play.
- Characterization: The references reveal Helmer's superficial adherence to
societal norms and his need to assert dominance through moral superiority.

Thematic Significance of the Allusion

The allusion to Nora's father ties into broader themes in A Doll's House:

- The Illusion of Morality: The play explores how societal and familial
morals are often superficial or hypocritical.
- Gender Roles and Authority: Helmer’s invocation of Nora’s father
underscores the patriarchal structure that dictates gender roles and moral
authority.
- Individual Freedom vs. Societal Expectations: Nora’s struggle against the
moral and societal expectations represented by her father’s authority is
central to her eventual quest for independence.

Conclusion: The Power of Allusion in Ibsen's
Play

In Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, Helmer’s references to Nora’s father serve
as a compelling example of how allusion functions as a powerful literary
device. These references encapsulate themes of morality, authority, societal
expectations, and gender dynamics, while also providing insight into
character traits and relationships. Helmer’s portrayal of Nora’s father as a
moral exemplar underscores the play’s critique of societal norms that uphold
superficial virtues while masking underlying hypocrisy.

Understanding the use of allusion in this context enriches our interpretation



of the characters and themes, revealing how Ibsen masterfully employs
literary devices to challenge societal conventions and explore the
complexities of individual morality and autonomy. The references to Nora’s
father are not merely personal remarks but are integral to the play’s
critique of societal values and the constraints placed upon women and moral
agents in a patriarchal society.

---

If you have any specific excerpts or scenes from the play you'd like to
analyze further, please let me know!

Frequently Asked Questions

What literary element is used when Helmer refers to
Nora's father in Henrik Ibsen's 'A Doll's House'?
Helmer's reference to Nora's father employs the literary element of allusion,
as he alludes to Nora's paternal background to comment on her character and
social standing.

How does Helmer's mention of Nora's father reflect
the play's themes?
Helmer's reference underscores themes of authority, gender roles, and
societal expectations by emphasizing Nora's dependence on her father and, by
extension, male authority.

What does Helmer say about Nora's father during his
interactions with Nora?
Helmer suggests that Nora's father was a man of integrity, implying that Nora
inherited her virtues from him, which serves to reinforce his perception of
her moral character.

Is Helmer's reference to Nora's father meant to be
flattering or critical, and why?
It is often interpreted as a somewhat patronizing or critical comment, as
Helmer uses it to control or diminish Nora, highlighting her dependence on
male figures and societal norms.

What is the significance of Helmer bringing up



Nora's father in the context of the play's critique
of societal norms?
By referencing Nora's father, Helmer reinforces traditional patriarchal
values and reveals the societal expectation that women are defined by their
relationships to male figures, which is central to the play's critique.

Additional Resources
What Literary Element Is Used When Helmer Refers To Nora's Father, And What
Does Helmer Say About The — this question opens a window into the rich layers
of characterization and thematic development in Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s
House. When Helmer, Nora’s husband, makes references to her father, he is not
merely speaking about a man from her past; he is employing specific literary
elements that reveal his perceptions, biases, and the societal norms of the
time. Understanding what literary element is used and what Helmer says about
Nora’s father provides critical insight into the characters, their
relationships, and the overarching themes of control, gender roles, and
societal expectations woven throughout the play.

---

The Context of Helmer’s References to Nora’s Father

Before diving into the literary elements, it’s important to understand the
context in which Helmer refers to Nora’s father. In Act I, Helmer discusses
Nora’s background, and at one point, he mentions her father in a manner that
reflects his views on morality, strength, and social status. These references
are often subtle but loaded with meaning, revealing Helmer’s perceptions of
Nora’s origins and, by extension, her character.

---

What Literary Element Is Used When Helmer Refers To Nora's Father?

1. Symbolism

One of the primary literary elements at play when Helmer talks about Nora’s
father is symbolism. In literature, symbolism involves using a person,
object, or concept to represent broader ideas or themes. When Helmer refers
to Nora’s father, he’s not just talking about a man but is often using him as
a symbol of morality, authority, or societal standing.

- Nora’s father as a symbol of moral integrity: Helmer’s mention may imply
that Nora’s father embodies certain virtues or social ideals that Helmer
values or aspires to.
- Nora’s background as a symbol of social class: The reference may also serve
as a symbol of Nora’s social origins, her upbringing, and her perceived
innocence or naïveté.



2. Characterization

Helmer’s remarks about Nora’s father also serve as a tool for
characterization. They reveal Helmer’s attitudes, prejudices, and social
views, which in turn shape how he perceives Nora and her past.

- Helmer’s view of Nora’s family: His comments can expose his assumptions
about Nora’s character based on her family background.
- His desire for control: By emphasizing her father’s authority or morality,
Helmer subtly asserts his dominance in their relationship, positioning
himself as a figure of authority.

3. Irony

In some contexts, Helmer’s references to Nora’s father can be ironic,
especially considering the play’s critique of societal and gender norms.

- Situational irony: Helmer may speak of Nora’s father with respect, yet his
own actions and attitudes reveal hypocrisy.
- Dramatic irony: The audience may recognize that Helmer’s reverence or
assumptions about Nora’s father are misplaced or superficial, contrasting
with his treatment of Nora.

4. Allusion

Though less direct, Helmer’s mention also functions as an allusion—a brief
reference to a real or literary figure or concept—that connects Nora’s
background to broader societal themes.

- Allusion to moral authority: Referring to her father could invoke an
allusion to traditional authority figures, emphasizing societal expectations
placed on women and family.

---

What Does Helmer Say About Nora’s Father?

1. Helmer’s Portrayal of Nora’s Father

Helmer often speaks of Nora’s father with a tone of respect and admiration,
portraying him as a man of integrity and virtue. This portrayal aligns with
Helmer’s desire to see Nora as innocent and morally upright.

- Positive depiction: Helmer may describe Nora’s father as “a man of honor,”
“a man who upheld integrity,” or similar phrases that elevate his moral
standing.
- Implication of moral superiority: Helmer’s praise implicitly suggests that
Nora’s moral worth is linked to her paternal lineage, reinforcing societal
notions of family honor.

2. Helmer’s Expectations and Judgments



Helmer’s comments about her father also reveal his expectations for
Nora—expectations rooted in traditional gender roles and social hierarchy.

- Nora’s upbringing: Helmer implies that Nora was raised in a moral
environment, which should make her obedient and submissive.
- Nora’s moral character: Helmer’s references suggest he believes Nora’s
behavior and choices should reflect her upbringing and her father’s virtues.

3. Helmer’s Underlying Attitudes

While Helmer may outwardly praise her father, his remarks often serve a dual
purpose—highlighting his own views on authority and morality.

- Superiority complex: Helmer’s admiration for Nora’s father can also be a
subtle assertion of his own moral authority or superiority.
- Patriarchal mindset: His references emphasize the patriarchal norms of the
time, valuing male lineage and authority as the basis of social and moral
standing.

---

The Significance of Helmer’s Remarks About Nora’s Father in the Play

1. Reinforcement of Gender Roles

Helmer’s references serve to reinforce the gender roles prevalent in the
societal setting of A Doll’s House. By emphasizing her father’s virtues,
Helmer underscores the expectation that Nora should adhere to traditional
female virtues such as obedience and morality.

2. Foreshadowing and Character Development

The way Helmer talks about Nora’s father foreshadows future conflicts in the
play, especially as Nora begins to question her own morality and
independence.

- Foreshadowing: Helmer’s reverence hints at the societal constraints Nora
faces, which become central to her eventual rebellion.
- Character development: Nora’s awareness of her inherited virtues and her
own desires clash with Helmer’s idealized view of her family background.

3. Critique of Societal Norms

Ibsen subtly critiques societal norms through Helmer’s admiration for Nora’s
father, exposing the idealization of patriarchal authority and the
suppression of individual identity, especially for women.

---

Summary: Key Takeaways



- Literary elements used: Symbolism, characterization, irony, and allusion.
- What Helmer says about Nora’s father: He portrays him as a man of honor and
virtue, emphasizing societal and moral standards.
- Implications: Helmer’s remarks reveal his patriarchal mindset, his
expectations for Nora, and serve as a critique of societal norms.

---

Final Thoughts

Helmer’s references to Nora’s father are more than mere familial anecdotes;
they are layered with symbolic meaning, characterization, and societal
critique. Recognizing the literary elements at play enriches our
understanding of the characters’ motivations and the overarching themes of A
Doll’s House. It also invites us to reflect on how societal values shape
personal relationships and individual identities, a topic that remains
relevant across eras.

Understanding what literary element is used when Helmer refers to Nora’s
father—and what he says about him—allows readers and viewers to grasp the
subtle ways in which Ibsen critiques the social fabric of his time,
encouraging us to question the norms that continue to influence us today.
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