International Journal of Academic Research P-ISSN: 2348-7666: Impact Factor: 7.215
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Homepage: https://www.ijar.org.in/
Attribution 4.0 International License [CC BY 4.0] Volume-13, Issue-3, July-Sep-2026

Research Article

Women's Silence to Strength: A Cross-Cultural Study of The
Scarlet Letter and A Doll's House

Dr. Neetu Tyagi

Assistant professor & Head, Department of English, Vijay Singh Pathik Govt PG College Kairana,
Shamli Uttar Pradesh
Corresponding Author: Dr. Neetu Tyagi.

Abstract

Woman, the most beautiful species of God has always been objectified by man as per his needs.
This passive and voiceless, confined within patriarchal norms creature could be let in modern
literary narratives highlighting its agency, identity, and resistance. This paper explores the
transformation of female representation from silence to empowerment in The Scarlet Letter and
A Doll's House. Although these two literary works originate from different countries and
historical periods, they share several similarities in their portrayal of female characters. Women
across different societies and eras experience comparable forms of subordination and
oppression. Both texts highlight the struggles of women against patriarchal norms and depict
their journey toward self-awareness, resistance, and empowerment.
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Introduction

Henrik Ibsen's A Doll's House (1879) is widely regarded as one of the most influential plays
addressing the position of women in a patriarchal society. Set in nineteenth-century Norway, the
play explores the social, cultural, and psychological constraints imposed on women During the
time when Henrik Ibsen wrote A Doll's House (published in 1879), the condition of women in
Norway reflected the broader patriarchal structure of nineteenth-century Europe. Although
Norway was gradually modernizing, women still had limited legal, social, and economic rights.
Hence. Henric Ibsen portrays the true picture of women’s struggle through the character of Nora
Helmer in A Dolls House. Initially presented as an obedient wife and devoted mother, Nora
gradually realizes that she has been treated as a decorative object rather than an independent
individual with her own identity and aspirations. The title of the novel itself suggests Nora as a
Doll in the hands of her husband Torvald. She is expected to entertain and please her husband.
Nora Helmer is portrayed initially as childish, dependent, and decorative piece. Her husband
Torvald treats her like a possession rather than an equal partner, calling her pet names such as
“little skylark” and “squirrel.” This reflects how society expected women to behave—obedient,
charming, and submissive.

“You have loved me as a wife ought to love her husband. Only you had not sufficient knowledge
to judge of the means you used... No, no; only lean on me; [ will advise you and direct you”
Torvald

She has little authority or independence. Her identity is shaped by male control—first her
father, then her husband.

129



International Journal of Academic Research

“That is just it; you have never understood me. I have been greatly wronged, Torvald—first by
papa and then by you. “I mean that [ was simply transferred from papa’s hands into yours. You
arranged everything according to your own taste, and so I got the same tastes as you—I have
existed merely to perform tricks for you, Torvald. But you would have it so. You and papa have
committed a great sin against me. It is your fault that I have made nothing of my life” (Nora
Helmer . Act 3)

As the play develops, Nora’s true strength emerges. She secretly borrowed money to save
Torvald’s life, showing courage and responsibility. However, because women lacked legal and
financial freedom at the time, she must have forged her father’s signature. This reveals Women'’s
dependence on men in legal and economic matters and the unfair moral standards applied to
women .The play portrays the true reflection of patriarchy. as Torvald came to know this fact in
the act three, he values reputation and criticizes Nora

“What a horrible awakening! All these eight years—she who was my joy and pride—a hypocrite,
a liar—worse, worse—a criminal!” (Helmer, Act 3)

Ibsen critiques Male dominance in marriage. And Society’s expectation that women sacrifice
themselves for family.The most significant portrayal of women comes at the end of the play
when Nora decides to leave her husband and children to discover herself. This was
revolutionary for the time.

“Listen, Torvald. [ have heard that when a wife deserts her husband’s house, as [ am doing now,
he is legally freed from all obligations towards her. In any case, I set you free from all your
obligations.” Nora

Her decision symbolizes A woman’s right to self-respect and independence. Rejection of
traditional gender roles. The search for personal identity beyond marriage and mother Through
Nora's transformation, Ibsen challenges the conventional ideals of marriage, family, and
femininity. Although Ibsen did not explicitly identify himself as a feminist, his portrayal of Nora's
quest for identity has made A Doll's House a landmark text in feminist literary criticism. The play
continues to inspire discussions on women's rights, gender equality, and the importance of
selfhood, making it a significant work for understanding the evolution of female consciousness
in literature. In A Doll’s House, women are portrayed not as weak beings but as individuals
suppressed by social conventions. Through Nora’s journey from dependence to self-awareness,
Ibsen exposes the limitations imposed on women and advocates for equality, freedom, and
individual.

The second literary piece of our study The Scarlet Letter (1850), written by Nathaniel
Hawthorne, is one of the most significant works of American literature, set in seventeenth-
century Puritan New England. The novel explores themes of sin, guilt, punishment, hypocrisy of
morality, and social judgment through the experiences of its protagonist, Hester Prynne. The
Scarlet Letter portrays the struggles of women against social oppression and gender
discrimination. Hester Prynne is condemned and publicly shamed for committing adultery, she
is portrayed as a woman condemned by her neighbors for having a child out of wedlock. She is
imprisoned for having a child out of wedlock, convicted of the crime of adultery, and sentenced
to be forced to wear a prominent scarlet letter 'A' (standing for "adultery") for the rest of her
life. The beginning of the novel starts with prison house and second chapter marketplace where
people are doing conversation about Hester:

“Or else you have surely heard of Mistress Hester Prynne and her evil doings; she raised a big
scandal, and penalty thereof is death. thus, she will be a living sermon against sin” ( neighbour
p,70)

The study scrutinizes Hesters internal conflicts and suppressed emotions deprived of both the
males of her life; her old husband Chillingworth left her for her study of medicine, and her lover
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Arthur doesn’t commit his love due to his social dignity of a clergyman; but she endures this
anguish with firm determination in public:

“Never, you can’t take it off; [ would endure his agony as well as mine.” (Hester ,p.77)

the novel delves deep into psychological tolls of Arthur Dimmesdale’s guilt and revengeful
nature of her husband Chillingworth. All the contradictions of Hester Prynne - guilt and honesty,
sin and holiness, sex and chastity - make her an enduring heroine of American literature. She is
flawed, complex, and above all fertile. She reveals immense mental strength not to accept her
love as a sin publicly, while the male participant in the same act initially escapes public
punishment. stead of allowing society's condemnation to define her identity, she transforms the
scarlet letter from a symbol of shame into one of courage, compassion, and personal integrity.
The novel also examines themes of female identity, independence, and resistance to oppressive
social norms. Hester's journey from silence and suffering to self-respect and moral strength
challenges traditional expectations of women and highlights the importance of individual
freedom. Although Hawthorne wrote during the nineteenth century, his portrayal of Hester as a
strong and independent woman has made The Scarlet Letter an important text in feminist
literary criticism.

“Today, The Scarlet Letter continues to be studied for its insightful exploration of gender
inequality, social justice, and the resilience of women in the face of oppression. Through Hester
Prynne's character, Hawthorne illustrates the enduring struggle for female dignity, identity, and
empowerment.” (anonymous critic)

Comparison between Nora and Hester

Although separated by different centuries and belonging to different cultures, Nora Helmer and
Hester Prynne embody the universal struggle of women against patriarchal oppression. Nora
represents active rebellion and the pursuit of personal freedom, while Hester symbolizes
endurance, resilience, and moral courage. Together, they demonstrate that women's
empowerment can take different forms—through direct resistance or quiet perseverance—and
both remain enduring icons of feminist literature.

Conclusion

From a modern perspective, The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne and A Doll's House by
Henrik Ibsen remain highly relevant because they address issues that continue to shape
contemporary society. Although written in different centuries and cultural settings, both works
expose patriarchal oppression, gender inequality, and the struggle for female identity and
autonomy.

One of the most significant modern findings is the emphasis on women's empowerment.
Hester Prynne and Nora Helmer challenge traditional gender roles in different ways. Hester
endures social humiliation with dignity and independence, while Nora openly rejects an
oppressive marriage to pursue self-discovery. Their actions reflect the modern belief that
women have the right to determine their own lives rather than conform to societal expectations.
Both texts demonstrate how laws, religion, and family institutions often Favor men while
restricting women's freedom. This theme remains relevant today, as discussions about gender
equality, workplace discrimination, domestic abuse, and women's rights continue across the
world.

The two works also highlight the importance of individual identity. Nora realizes that she has
lived as a "doll" controlled first by her father and then by her husband, whereas Hester develops
a strong sense of self despite being publicly condemned. Modern readers recognize their
journeys as examples of self-respect, personal growth, and emotional resilience.

A further modern interpretation concerns social judgment and public shaming. Hester's public
punishment resembles today's culture of online criticism and social media shaming, where
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individuals are often judged without compassion. Hawthorne's novel reminds readers of the
importance of empathy, forgiveness, and respect for personal dignity.

The texts also encourage a reconsideration of marriage and relationships. Ibsen argues that a
successful marriage should be based on equality, mutual respect, and honest communication
rather than authority and dependence. This idea closely aligns with contemporary views on
healthy relationships.

Finally, both works demonstrate that literature can be a catalyst for social change. Their
portrayal of courageous female protagonists has inspired generations of readers to question
injustice and advocate for equality. Nora Helmer and Hester Prynne remain enduring symbols of
resilience, independence, and the ongoing fight for women's rights.

From a modern perspective, The Scarlet Letter and A Doll's House are more than historical
literary works; they are timeless critiques of gender inequality and social injustice. Their
exploration of identity, freedom, dignity, and resistance continues to resonate with modern
readers, making both texts valuable contributions to feminist literature and contemporary
discussions on human rights and equality.
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