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Abstract 

 

The present thesis intends to explore characterization in Ghosts in answering the question 

why Osvald chooses to end his own life with the help of his mother at the end of the play. 

Previous studies devoted to the discussion of Osvald and Mrs. Alving in Ghosts either center 

around Osvald as the victim of his inherited syphilis or around Mrs. Alving as the tragic 

figure whose attempts to bury the past only make it ever-present. My study, on the other 

hand, intends to focus on the characters and their ideals – as in how they relate to their 

memories of the past – in order to study how different characters’ ideals and the ways in 

which they pursue these ideals lead to Osvald’s choice of death with his mother’s help in the 

end.  

 

Inspired by the rhetorical narrative theories concerning the “mimetic” aspect of character’s 

function, I will employ the Adlerian individual psychological theory of the “fictional final 

goal” and Sandberg’s term of “renovation” here to argue that Mrs. Alving’s way of attaining 

her ideal as the dutiful housewife of a decent family by means of rearranging memorial 

materials influences Osvald’s style of life and way of thinking. Osvald in turn cherishes his 

ideal intertwined with his mother’s and is thus willing to sacrifice himself for the name of the 

family. With the leaving of Regina that reduces him to exacting his plan, Osvald embraces 

his death in the end as a gesture of fulfilling her mother’s ideal and his own. 

 
 
Keywords: character             ideal                sacrifice                memory                renovation 
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1. Introduction 

 

From the heritage of the past one can never escape; with that one must always struggle. 

— Halvdan Koht 

  

 

The theme of death and suicides are often found in the endings of Ibsen’s plays. Across the 

history of Ibsen’s 26 plays, there are altogether 13 suicidal cases in 9 of the plays that were 

either clearly described or illicitly implied. Stone and Wagner in their joint work, Henrik 

Ibsen: Poet, Playwright and Psychologist made a table of all of them and generated their 

conclusion that Ibsen has “covered the waterfront of suicide occasions by his portrayals” 

(137). Tom Collinson discusses the issue of suicide in Ibsen’s The Wild Duck (1884), 

Rosmersholm (1886) and Hedda Gabler (1890) in his thesis, “Ibsen’s Ambiguous Endings: 

Reassessments of the ‘suicides’ in Vildanden, Rosmersholm and Hedda Gabler”. He reaches 

the conclusion that the reading of “death by suicide” of the endings of the three plays only 

“hinders one’s ability to see the plays for what they really are” and that it was only Hedda 

who emerged as an unequivocal suicide (Collins 85-6). However, besides the three instances 

hightlighted in Collinson’s study, there is yet another character’s ending that is worthy of our 

notice. Osvald in Ghosts (1881) chooses to die in such a way as to have his own mother take 

his life. What makes Osvald in Ghosts different from Hedvig, Hedda, or Rebekka West and 

John Rosmer is that the figure of Mrs. Alving plays a role even more important than he 

himself for the ending, though Osvald’s own way of evaluating and coping with the situation 

also leads to his choice of death at the end of the play.  

Why Osvald chooses to end his life in such as way and how Mrs. Alving’s ideal 

influences Osvald’s choice of death are the main issues to be discussed in the study. Mrs 

Alving represents and re-builds the past through devoting her energy to some renovation 

efforts to conceal the family’s secret concerning the late Captain Alving. In doing so, she 

externalizes part of their memories onto her projects of memorializing her husband. She 

strives for such an ideal that her way of expressing and re-arranging the past through verbal 

and physical renovation does not suffice for her to attain it. Influenced by Mrs. Alving’s ideal 

of maintaining her status as the dutiful and sacrificing figure of the decent Rosenvold 

household, Osvald – as her only son – ends up willing to relinquish his own life in his 

mother’s arms.  
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Sent away from home by Mrs. Alving and ignorant of his potential of contracting 

syphilis, Osvald is back home again only to find himself incapable of transitioning from the 

past as he fails to make compatible his experiences, his present situation and his ideal. His 

ideal is influenced by and intermingled with his mother’s to have become that of erecting the 

reputation of the household at his own expense. Osvald had been planning to sacrifice his life 

for the sake of the household since he knew about the family’s secret before his mother’s 

revelation. After the orphanage is burnt down by the fire, Osvald intends to sacrifice himself 

as well for the attainment of her mother’s ideal based on his evaluation of it. He considers it 

his best choice to end his life before the inevitable attack of syphilis comes which could 

render his mother’s entire renovating efforts to ruins.  

Regina also plays an important role here as concerns why Osvald chooses to end his 

life with the assistance of his mother by all means. As Osvald does consider the alternative to 

leave home with Regina, and it is only after Regina leaves the Alving family on learning the 

truth about her real identity that Osvald breaks his thoughts of self-killing to his mother, the 

influence of Regina on Osvald’s choice is also worth probing into here. I will argue that 

Osvald is aware of the secrets his mother has been hiding from him after his first return 

home, and he is there to confirm his conjecture by communicating and confronting with his 

mother. What Osvald wants to see is whether his mother prioritizes him over her ideal, and 

he intends to exact his plan if he thinks his mother is worthy of his sacrifice; or else he plans 

to leave home with Regina. Moved by his mother’s eventual confession that she considers 

Osvald not of her own possession, but a free individual still to be won, and with the leaving 

of Regina, Osvald is left with only his original plan to carry out. Osvald then determines to 

relinquish his life with the assistance of his own mother for the sake of the family and for his 

mother’s ideal intertwined with that of his own.  

Like real people with real emotions and life-plans, with hereditary circumstances as 

well as their choices of a life style that do not incorporate well with their strivings to achieve 

the individual goals, Mrs. Alving and Osvald together meet their fate in the play, i.e. 

Osvald’s final death in the assistance of Mrs. Alving. 

The approach from Adlerian Individual Psychology is used here, for both Mrs. Alving 

and Osvald engage in the expression and rearrangement of their past through recollection or 

representational means such as self-blame or building “memorial projects”, the interpretation 

of which a psychological reading facilitates. Another perspective employed is the concept of 

“uncanny” that Mark Sandberg adopts in analyzing the architectural metaphors in Ibsen’s 

plays. Sandberg in the section of “Home and House” of his work Ibsen’s Houses points out 
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that Mrs. Alving’s project has not been undertaken to revere the captain’s name, but to 

establish “something as powerfully distracting as possible to hide the true legacy of her dead 

husband behind a respectable façade” so that Mrs. Alving could “rid herself of the captain’s 

influence once and for all” (89). Mrs. Alving attempts to hide Captain Alving’s promiscuity 

from being known to the public and builds the orphanage to externalize her sense of guilt for 

the indecency of her husband’s past by attributing to it a decent name “The Captain Alving 

Memorial”. The question arises as to how Mrs. Alving’s and Osvald’s means of coming to 

terms with their past and rearranging their memories, and of employing the renovated 

materials for attaining their ideals make them end in such a way.  

Ibsen confessed to Edmund Gosse in a letter on 15 January, 1874 that “[s]peaking 

generally, the dialogue must conform to the degree of idealization which pervades the work 

as a whole. My new drama is no tragedy in the ancient sense. What I sought to depict were 

human beings, and therefore I would not let them talk the ‘language of the Gods’” 

(Sprinchorn 145). Through his realistic character-building, Ibsen not only draws the attention 

of literary critics but also psychoanalysts including Sigmund Freud. Among the works of 

Ibsen that received psychoanalytical attentions and reviews, The Wild Duck (1884) and 

Rosmersholm (1886) are the two standing out. The former is famous for its contribution to a 

new coinage, “the life-lie”, which corresponds to the term in a paper by Alfred Adler, “The 

Life-lie and Responsibility” (1914) while the latter for its presence in a whole section of 

Freud’s “Some Character-Types Met with in Psycho-Analytic Work” (1916).  

Freud used to live in Vienna where Ibsen’s plays were constantly staged in German at 

the end of the 19th century. By 1890, there were as many as 27 different German translations 

for 16 of Ibsen’s plays (McFarlane qtd. in Stone and Wagner 32). Before Freud devoted the 

section of his “Some Character-Types Met with in Psycho-Analytic Work” to discussing 

Rosmersholm and the suicide of Rebekka West, he had already done some analyses 

elsewhere: one of them is in his first major work in psychoanalysis, The Interpretation of 

Dreams (1900), wherein Freud discusses “dream condensation” by explaining “how he 

combined characters from two of Ibsen’s plays into a single dream”, and the names are “Nora 

and Ekdal”; another one turns out to be in his Notes Upon a Case of Obsessional Neurosis 

(The Case of Rat Man, 1910), wherein Freud refers to Little Eyolf (1894); and yet another 

one in Beginning Treatment (1913) (Stone and Wagner 33-4). Moreover, Freud is believed to 

have been alluding to Ibsen’s coinage “the compact majority” from An Enemy of the People 

(1882) in his “autobiographical Selbstdarstellung (1925; Jones, 1957)” where he writes, “I 

learned early to know the lot of standing in opposition and being placed under a ban by the 
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‘compact majority’ (Freud’s single quotes) … (p. 460)” (qtd. in Stone and Wagner 34). 

However, the above-mentioned instances are overshadowed by Ibsen’s discussion of 

Rebekka in Rosmersholm wherein he “treats Rebekka West as a real person whose 

theatrically presented identity hides a hidden and unconscious identity.” (Johnston qtd. in 

Gerland 5) 

There are critics who have discovered other Ibsen-related references in Freud’s works 

as well as the anticipation of the thought of Freudian psychoanalysis in Ibsen’s works. 

Ellenberger (1970) points out that “Ibsen’s concept of ghosts was quoted several times by 

Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams and can be recognized in his concept of transference” 

(qtd. in Stone and Wagner 36); he also comments that Freud always “acknowledged the great 

writers as his master … and, as already mentioned, Ibsen’s way of unmasking conventional 

lies and unawareness” (36). Freud’s colleage, Otto Rank (1958) wrote that “not until the end 

of his therapeutic career did Freud permit himself to join his great predecessors in the 

philosophic appreciation of human psychology; that is…  the two great diagnosticians of 

modern man’s ills, Nietzsche and Ibsen.” (qtd. in Stone and Wagner 37) Gunnar Brandell in 

his Freud, A Man of his Century also remarks that Freud “acquired from Ibsen a ‘model’ and 

a ‘schema of thought’” (35).  

This schema of thought is to be turned out later as the psychoanalytic. And Ibsen 

knew “what Freud and Jung were later to assert, that liberation can only come from within” 

(Meyer 456). It is no wonder that Desmond MacCarthy wrote the following in the New 

Statesman, 26 May 1917 that “Ibsen’s theatre is the theatre of the soul. Freud and the whole 

science of psycho-analysis has legitimized [Ibsen’s] ‘absurd’ heroes.” (McFarlane 1979 qtd. 

in Stone and Wagner 124) 

However, in his work “A Freudian Poetics for Ibsen's Theatre: Repetition, 

Recollection and Paradox” Gerland directs his argument against the psychoanalytic, mainly 

Freudian readings of Ibsen’s drama that focuses on the unconscious level of the characters’ 

minds too subtle to be probed into. He cites Peter Brooks in support with his argument that 

“whatever insights [psychoanalytical interpretations] has produced tell us precious little about 

the structure and rhetoric of literary texts”, while he produces his own comment that 

“psychoanalytic critics leap from this level of textually supportable internal experience to an 

unconscious for which there is, by definition, no certain evidence… Unlike human beings, 

characters exist only within the confines of a literary whole.” (5)  

Brooks’s remark that the approach of analyzing characters outside of their literary 

confines tells us little about the structure and rhetoric of literary texts falls into the category 
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of the “synthetic”/ “formal” dimension, and there are other dimensions of character functions 

besides the synthetic and the formal. According other narratologists, the synthetic/formal 

dimension of character functions are complemented by the aspects of the mimetic and the 

thematic/ideological, as is proposed by James Phelan (1989) and Brian Richardson (1997, 

2007), which testifies to the inadequacy of considering the characters’ existence “within the 

confines of a literary whole” alone. 

Gerland’s own view on Ibsen’s dramaturgy is that he “creates a space of verbal and 

bodily memory where pivotal moments from the past are given aural and visual presence” 

and that both Ibsen and Freud’s focus is on “speech and gesture, words and deeds as 

memory’s principal expressive modes” (11). Built upon these premises, Gerland’s claim 

becomes that of fashioning a “Freudian poetics that stresses the dramatist’s formal method 

rather than his unconscious fixations, the textual surface and not the ‘subtextual’ depths” 

(11). In his subsequent criticisms, Gerland indeed focusses on the text as they are, and 

address the problems of memory-expressions and past-representations through “repetition” 

and “recollection” as trauma-induced reactions. However, Gerland does not foreground the 

agency of character from the topic of his discussion, and leaves room for further studies of 

the interaction of character construction and memory depiction in Ibsen’s plays. 

As for studies devoted to the discussion of memory and character building, there is 

Attlilio Favorini who states at the very beginning of his “Paradigms: Some Memory Plays 

Before the ‘Memory Plays’” that though “comparatively neglected, memory may be 

reckoned as significant as race, gender and class as a feature of dramatic character 

construction” (29). In other words, Favorini believes that despite the formal role that memory 

plays in contributing to the plot development in drama, it also performs the function of 

characterization. Favorini’s article mainly addresses the play When We Dead Awaken and 

studies the case of Rubek and Irene as two opposing characters who confront the past in 

different ways. He points out that while Irene clings to the past by compulsively repeating it, 

Rubek actively refashions their relationship by changing the sculpture from originally Irene-

dedicated to accommodate “a larger, living and changing context”, which testifies to Ibsen’s 

point that their reminiscences are divergent, with hers being “pathogenic”, and his 

“productive” and “therapeutic” (39).  

Besides the above-mentioned points, Favorini adds yet another critical point in the 

study concerning Gerland’s comparison in his article in Modern Drama of the exploration of 

the disruptions of traumatic memory in When We Dead Awaken with the psychological 

theories of Janet. Favorini points out that the Janetian way of distinguishing the different 
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modes of expressing memory might ring true in the joint case of Rubek and Irene grouped 

together like The Resurrection Day emblem as cited by Gerland, he is not sure whether 

“Gerland has parsed out how the creation of the sculpture gruping represents differing – and 

different kinds of – memories for Rubek and Irene” (37-8). Furthermore, he is not in accord 

with Gerland’s way of dealing with the theme of forgetting in the play to which he assigned 

the term of an “odd omission” considering Janet’s “renowned writing on amnesia” (38). 

Thence argued, Favorini suggests that it is the Freudian description of memory “scenes” that 

Gerland has shown Ibsen constructing Rubek’s and Irene’s ways of coming to terms with 

their specific memories.  

By citing Freud’s two classic essays, “The Aetiology of Hysteria” (1896) and 

“Remembering, Repeating, and Working Through” (1914), Favorini introduces the Freudian 

term of “Memory-Symbols” and makes clear that “therapeutic remembering” disposes of the 

patient’s compulsion to repeat, and frees him for the next stage in his life, which rings true 

for Rubek’s case whereas Irene’s case serves as an anti-example. Though as Favorini 

explains, the therapeutic remembering “disentangles the remembered situation from the 

present one” (38) which suits Rubek’s case, it is still baffling why the character Rubek 

mimetically (as opposed to synthetically/formally, serving the purpose of the dramatic 

structure alone) ends the way he does, joining Irene for death. If the characterization does not 

indicate an ending as such, there must be another psychological rationale behind such 

character construction that mimetically suits the ending.  

Besides the Freudian interpretation and the memory studies devoted to analyzing the 

characterization of Ibsen’s plays, there are other psychological approaches among which the 

perspective of Adlerian individual psychology stands out. According to Alfred Adler, each 

person “creatively constructs a self illustrated by a life style” (qtd. in Stone and Wagner 145). 

Adler describes the individual as “constructs much from real experiences” to “fit into the 

personality ideal”, and these “constructions” may be positive or negative depending on how 

the person creatively uses them (146). For Adlerian individual psychology, the ways 

consciousness is employed as gauges of assessing individuals turn out different from those of 

the Freudian psychoanalytical approaches. Instead of dividing the personality into the three 

spheres appointed to the “id”, the “ego” and the “superego”, Alderian individual psychology 

emphasizes the individual personality as a whole, motivated in search of an ideal, or as he 

puts it elsewhere, an individual’s “fictional final goal”. The “fictional” here indicates that the 

goal is created by the individual according to their life circumstances, their past and their 
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evaluation of their present situation. In revealing more of Adler’s concept of the personality 

ideal, Stone and Wagner thus explicates by referring to The Wild Duck, 

 

Adler conceives of the personality-ideal as fixed. One arranges all the circumstances 

of life to suit the desired personality-ideal. Our goal specifies how we select, interpret, 

and use experiences in order to serve the goal—the personality-ideal. This is the 

matter clearly explicated by Ibsen in The Wild Duck concerning “ideals” labeled by 

Dr. Relling as “lies.” (145) 

 

The influence of Ibsen on Adler is best represented by their use of the term “life-lie” in their 

works. Ibsen uses the term in The Wild Duck in the famous line spoken by Doctor Relling, 

“Deprive the average man of his life-lie and you’ve robbed him of happiness as well.” (477) 

Ibsen also has the term explained previously by Doctor Relling to Gregers as follows: 

 

GREGERS. And what is your prescription for Hjalmar? 

RELLING. The standard one. I try to keep up the life-lie in him. 

GREGERS. The life-lie? I don’t think I heard— 

RELLING. … The life-lie, don’t you see— that’s the animating principle of life. 

… 

GREGERS. Poor, unhappy old Ekdal, yes. He certainly had to pare down his early 

ideals. 

RELLING. While I remember it, Mr. Werle junior—don’t use that exotic word ideals. 

Not when we’ve got a fine native word— lies. 

 

As Ibsen indicates in the dialogue, the life-lie he means is the “animating principle of life”, 

the euphemism of which is the “ideals” the individuals cherish while they live their lives, 

which is quite analogous to Alder’s usage of the term. Stone and Wagner points out in the 

chapter “The Psychoanalytic Theater: Ibsen’s Influence on Freud and Alder” of their work 

that though Adler has never attributed his usage of the “life-lie” to Ibsen directly, he refers 

specifically to “Ibsen’s Wild Duck” and to Gregers Werle’s “fanaticism for truth” in his The 

Neurotic Character (44).  

In explicating the term that first appeared in his work “Life-lie and Responsibilities”, 

Adler states, “The individual helps along with all the powers at his disposal and thus the 

calming hypnotizing safeguarding currents of the life-life permeate the whole content of life” 

(Adler qtd. in Mary F. Schneider 172). Schneider explains the concept further as follows: 
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The life-lie is a central integrated theme— an individual perspective— around which 

safeguarding mechanisms are organized to achieve a private goal, avoid social 

responsibility, and often place blame on or simply use others. This life-lie always has 

social implications— avoiding responsibility to others while placing others or the 

resources of others in the service of the unhealthy individual. (172) 

 

Behind the life-lie constructed by the individual is their fictional final goal. Adler also 

maintains, by employing such safeguarding life-life, the patient is “constructing his inner 

world of his own on the basis of a defective individual perspective in definite contrast with 

reality… imagined… impelled onward… by his goal” (Adler qtd. in Stone and Wagner 4, 

13).  

Though pertinent to Ibsen’s usage, the concept of the life-lie evolves through time to 

have gained its new sphere of application in the realm of individual psychology. As Stone 

and Wagner remark, “Ibsen’s livsløgnen has also evolved since its portrayal on the stage in 

The Wild Duck to Adler’s usage of the term. Even today, to wit Watts & Holden (1994), 

propagation of still more variations such as ‘final fictionalism’ have produced differences of 

opinion among Adler’s followers when writing about this concept.” (11) I will discuss the 

concept of the fictional final goal and its pertinence in the text of Ghosts in greater detail in 

Chapter One. 

In the case of Ghosts, it is Mrs. Alving who judges that Osvald needs to be lied to 

with regard to his father’s true status, and it is Osvald who considers himself in need of a new 

ideal after he figures out the secret his mother has been hiding from him about his father. One 

recurring trope in the play for both characters is that of their manifestation and rearrangement 

of their memories, i.e. the ways they come to terms with the past. This is of crucial 

importance for the study as concerns the rationale behind Mrs. Alving’s means of verbal 

representation and renovating efforts to achieve her ideal as well as that behind Osvald’s 

choice of death in his plan. Before I proceed to my argument, a rough review of what 

scholars have done previously is needed here. 

 In discussing the prevailing force of the past in the play as it relates to the 

characterization of Mrs. Alving, Joan Templeton provides her view as follows: 

 

“It is not merely that Mrs. Alving’s dedication of the orphanage and her plans for a 

new life for herself and her son attempt to annihilate the past, but that they would 
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deprive it from meaning and would thus ignore the tragic reality of life itself by 

claiming the possibility of beginning it again. And thus the all powerful past… must 

gradually defeat the vain, superficial present until its triumph is announced in the 

babbling words of the ruined son, who has sought the father without knowing it. 

(Templeton 161) 

 

In Ibsen’s Women, Joan Templeton devotes one chapter in discussing Mrs. Alving’s 

ghosts as she refers to Lionel Trilling’s short story “Of This Time, Of That Place”, having the 

main conclusion of “the lesson” represented as “[h]ad Mrs. Alving been less driven by duty, 

had she not obliged Captain Alving to seek his pleasure elsewhere, she could have prevented 

the catastrophe, the son’s madness, a result of the inherited syphilis that infected the father 

outside the cold home” (147). However, she comments on the view of the supposed 

tenderness rather than attentiveness of Mrs. Alving at home to be “grotesque”. She provides 

her remark that the tragic action of Ghosts “is not the quest of a woman who discovers that 

she should have been more loving to a man she did not love” but “the revelation of the 

pollution caused by her surrender to that man – not once, but twice” (Templeton 149).  

From Templeton’s argument, we can gather that though Templeton sets herself apart 

from the critics that “accuse” Mrs. Alving’s emotional inattentiveness at home, for Mrs. 

Alving is “wronged” more by her home and not vice versa, she does hold the opposing view 

against Mrs. Alving’s means of home improvement.  She points out that “twice” impeded by 

her past in the family, Mrs. Alving considers the surrender to her husband the “pollution” as 

the cause for the subsequent catastrophic happenings. However, what Templeton implies is 

that should Mrs. Alving alter her approach of annihilating the past to that of a more 

constructive means, she could have prevented the tragic outcome from happening and thus 

rid herself of the sense of guilt through her “revelation”. Whether Mrs. Alving’s approach is a 

total annihilation of the past is put to question. What we can see for sure is that Mrs. Alving 

does take pains to “construct”, if not “constructively”, some projects to memorialize her 

husband as well as to sustain the household’s reputation it enjoyed in the past. Her decision to 

send Osvald away is also one of the attempts to save the household from being ruined by its 

losing the past glory.  

As concerns Mrs. Alving’s efforts to improve the household, Dimitris Vardoulakis 

provides his view as follows, it is the “scission of the relation between Oswald and his real 

father” that is the “culmination and telos of her maternal duty”, he thus describes Mrs. 

Alving’s sense of duty (61). Mrs. Alving “has been working to rectify things because the 
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skewed reality makes her unhappy”, and it is towards this obliteration of the ‘real’ Captain 

Alving and the silencing of anything to do with him that Mrs Alving has expended a great 

deal of her labours: not only in terms of building the memorial, but also in the letters she 

wrote to Oswald in which she constructed an idealized image of his father” (60-61). Thus 

seen, it is not the annihilation of a part of the past that makes Mrs. Alving’s attempts futile as 

it turns out, but the separation of the preferred image of Captain Alving from that of reality in 

her presentation to Osvald that makes the idealized father image cherished by her son prone 

to be dismantled.  

Vardoulakis goes on to claim that it is “precisely this idealized image, recalcitrant and 

indelible” that Oswald has inherited (61), and that the “project or telos of obliterating the 

‘real’ Captain Alving” constitutes the main reason for “the image of the father returning to 

haunt the family” (62). Yes, the more Mrs. Alving tries to bury and hide, the more indelible 

the influence of the past upon the present. However, the rationale behind Mrs. Alving’s 

painstaking attempts either to build the memorial project of the orphanage or to present the 

good and wholesome father figure in her letters to her son is worth exploring, as her true 

initiative is more than that for the sake of the family, though to secure the family’s reputation 

and to prevent Osvald from knowing the family’s secrect is part of her plan of achieving the 

ideal she long cherishes.  

The rationale could be attributed to Mrs. Alving’s means of attaining her ideal 

through re-arranging memorial materials of the past. One form of re-arrangement is that of 

“camouflage”. Daniel Haakonsen in his “‘The Play-Within-the Play’ in Ibsen’s Realistic 

Drama” states his understanding about how the characters in Ibsen’s plays relate to their past 

as the chief reason why they resort to “camouflage” their “thoughts, feelings, intentions, and 

aspirations” which make them in turn “play-act to a certain degree when the dialogue touches 

upon some important aspect of their hidden lives” (104). Haakonsen suggests that the main 

characters in Ibsen’s plays “nearly always have a hidden past, about which they would prefer 

others to remain in ignorance”, as their pasts have “a connection with the plans they are now 

striving to achieve” (104). By observing that Mrs. Alving is “an actress who conceals her real 

self” including both the “defiant plans and ideas which motivate her” and the “intentions 

behind her public actions”, Haakonsen explains to us that Mrs. Alving “thinks and believes 

what she likes about the circumstances which surround her”, as she aims at “freeing her 

estate from the mastery of the past” and at “affording her young son a free and worthwhile 

existence”, which is “her hope, her ideal, in the play’s present” (113-4).  
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By interpreting the play as Mrs. Alving’s “comedy play”, with her “removing all trace 

of Chamberlain Alving” staged out in vain only to find Osvald and Regina reviving them, 

Haakonson claims that the tragedy is due to Mrs. Alving’s blind adherence to religious social 

norms that she does not believe in, the norms that belong to a society that “worships the past 

at the expense of the present” (112-3). However, Haakonsen’s focus is on Mrs. Alving as the 

main character in the play that is play-acting by manipulating other characters under the 

disguise of her camouflage. Stressing the importance of Mrs. Alving’s influence on Osvald, 

Haakonsen claims that “while Osvald is actually reviving the past, his mother believes that he 

cannot endure the truth about it. Hence she must continue to camouflage herself— and the 

truth” (114); accurate as it is, Haakonsen’s argument fails to give due attention to the 

importance of Osvald’s play-acting. In Chapter Three, I will argue that Osvald cherishes his 

own plan of theatricalizing himself in probing into the secret of the household he is aware of 

but not yet confirmed, and his plan as such is closely related to his ideal intertwined with that 

of his mother which plays an important role in his determination of killing himself at the end 

of the play.   

Robin Young in his Time’s Disinherited Children points out that Ghosts is “in a very 

literal sense, a ‘family drama’” which is “much more than a play about social problems”, and 

that it is “the nature of the relationships between characters (alive and dead) …which gives 

the play its tautness, its power its formal intensity” (88-9). Among those of the main 

characters, the relationships between Osvald and his parents are the most central in 

constituting the plot of the play. Joan Templeton claims that “Helene Alving bears a share in 

the tragedy’s catastrophe, but it is not because of her inadequacy as a wife” (159). Indeed, as 

will be argued, besides Mrs. Alving’s striving for her ideal through building projects of 

renovation of the household as a sacrificing figure of a housewife, it is Osvald’s vulnerability 

in the face of what his parents’ generation has bestowed on him, the venereal disease, the 

wavering attitude, the style of life striving toward a fictional goal intertwined with her 

mother’s that make him a victim of his family’s past and the one that truly sacrifices for the 

sake of his mother’s ideal in the end. 

The most obvious thing Osvald inherits from the generation before him is syphilis, the 

venereal disease. However, unlike what is widely believed to be resulting from Captain 

Alving, Osvald’s inheritance of such disease from his father’s side is held implausible by 

critics such as Frode Helland and Arnfinn Åslund. (Johansen 99) As syphilis is not 

transmittable from father to son, it could be the case that Osvald’s disease is due to his 

directly using Captain Alving’s pipe, or that it could be transmitted to him from his infected 
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mother at birth, or as Helland and Åslund maintain, it could be that Osvald was infected with 

Syphilis from committing “fellantio” as a “metaphor for the father’s sexual assault” (qtd. in 

Johansen 101).  

In Ghosts, “the unresolved question of whether Osvald got his syphilis from his father 

or whether he contracted it himself in Paris is in itself a question about direct or indirect 

causal relations and about the possibility of exerting influence on one’s own fate.” (Johansen 

108) How such contraction of syphilis relates to the character’s striving to attain his 

individual goal finds it account in Helland and Åslund’s suggestion that Ghosts is a character 

tragedy, in which “nemesis comes into play with the characters precisely in their attempt to 

escape it” (qtd. in Johansen 100). Such interpretation leaves room for the conjecture that 

Osvald is prescient of his own potential of contracting syphilis, as he gradually becomes 

aware of his situation in the family, his true relationship with Regina, as well as the secret his 

mother has been hiding from him, as will appear in my argument in Chapter Three. 

As concerns the fact that Osvald’s syphilis is not definitely inherited, the traditional 

reading of the play regarding the role of the illness, especially the line that “The sins of the 

father have visited upon the children” is put to question. However, Johansen also points out 

that the connection between “bowing to conventions and the spread of infection becomes 

most direct and evident if Osvald’s syphilis is congenital. Ibsen suggest, aided by the lack of 

understanding of this time, just such a connection; but at the same time he allows an opening 

for the possibility that the disease has been contracted in Osvald’s youth” and that by 

“refraining from making a choice”, Ibsen, “transcends realism in its narrow sense” so that 

what we have here is “not just a human document (document humain) that mimes a medically 

probable relation of cause and effect (as perceived in the 1880s), but also a text which makes 

a case and creates a context by means of its own artistic expression.” (Johansen 110) That is 

why he concludes as follows: 

 

Literature can, of course, imitate a medical presentation of disease, i.e. the description 

of symptoms, aetiology, prognosis, etc. But in such cases the way of regarding the 

disease is simply identical, or rather analogous to, the medical description. Literature, 

however, most often prefers to adopt the viewpoint of the layman. In other words it 

attempts to make the disease meaningful not only as physiological and psychological 

process but alos as an image of aspects that belong to other spheres of reality. 

(Johansen 107) 
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 Besides the inherited aspect of the illness as it relates to Osvald’s subsequent fighting 

against it, the discussion about the role of syphilis also include its metaphorical aspect.  

Johansen points out the dual role of syphilis because of the concealment of truth and bowing 

to conventions that “the disease, both the chamberlain’s and Osvald’s, acquire [sic.] a 

powerful dual role in the text” both as “a consequence of hypocrisy and the suppression of 

truth” and as “a metaphor for ideological corruption” (110). He also quotes Halvdan Koht in 

corroborating his view as follows, “Osvald’s disease is a consequence first and foremost of 

his mother’s submission to the immoral socail moral code and only in the second place of his 

father’s dissipation (Koht 1954 II: 118)” (qtd. in Johanse 110). Jørgen D. Johansen continues 

to argue that the inheritance of Osvald from his father is “not his congenital syphilis” but “a 

particular individual character”, where upbringing “must also play a role, and in that way Mrs 

Alving also becomes involved in Osvald’s fate” (Johansen 100).  

As regards the upbringing of Osvald, Robin Young in discussing the characters’ 

childhood robbed by the adults’ attempt to “preserve an untrue image of themselve” in 

Ghosts as follows: 

 

Spectres of childhood damaged or detroyed haunt the imagery of the play. Osvald, 

exiled from his childhood home to protect him from knowledge of his debauched 

father’s true nature; Regine, foisted with her mother on Engstrand so as to preserve 

the purity of the Alvings’ family name; the children’s home with Fru Alving seeks to 

sanctify her husband’s reputation and to still her own conscience by ridding herself of 

his money— all of these reflect a world in which adults manipulate and destroy their 

children so as to preserve an untrue image of themselves. (92-3) 

 

Young maintains that Osvald’s return to Rosenvold is “a sort of quest for something which 

has never really existed there— that same ideal of family life which he has sought in the 

bohemian household he has visited in his youth”, and the reasons for the fact that it has never 

existed is because of “his father’s debauchery” and “his mother’s repression” combined with 

“the fact of his illness” (93-4). As is suggested by John Northam, the approach of Robin 

Young that concentrates on the ‘child’ in question “leads to the assumption that it is the focus 

of the play’s meaning; to the underestimation of the significance of other characters, and in 

general to the under-estimation of the structural context that each play provides” ; Northam 

goes on to state that in so doing, Young makes the reader assumes that Osvald is the 

“protagonist of Ghosts”, and the play is thus “judged to lack dramatic tension over the last 
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third of its length” (156). By enumerating other examples to support his point, he claims as 

follows: 

 

The assumption that the crippling of the ‘child’ must be irreversible requires a good 

deal of argument to suggest that apparent changes are not what they seem— in Brand, 

Peer, Nora… It is here that one feels the undervaluing of context: the interpretation 

given to the white dove at the end of Brand, to the sunrise at the end of Ghosts, relates 

neither to the structural patterns of the play’s precedent dramatic imagery. (Northam 

156) 

 

In this sense, the consideration beyond the character Osvald in interpreting the play’s overall 

structure and plot is needed. Indeed, the character Mrs. Alving is no less significant, as 

Ibsen’s original title for the play was Fru Alving (Koht qtd. in Machiraju 140).   

Eirik Østerud in his “The Living Dead. On the Phenomenology of Fear in Henrik 

Ibsen’s Ghosts” makes his point by saying that Mrs. Alving’s way to knowledge “has to pass 

through self-knowledge”, as she has to “confront herself with illusions, deceptions and 

suppressions in her own life” (259). Shocking experiences such as bearing “witness” to how 

Osvald is sexually attacking Regina “through the half-shut door to the dining room” help to 

trigger “Mrs. Alving’s insight”, and thereby contribute to the “problematizing” of “her own 

self-interpretation” (260). Østerud’s interpretation points out the rationalizing tendency of 

Mrs. Alving in self-blamatory words, i.e. her verbal representation of the past in concealing 

her true motive of burying the family’s secret, and thus her verbalized “silence”. Through her 

accounts, we are made to believe in the story she presents to us, but she remains silent about 

the real secrets that she tries to hide, i.e. that of her renovating projects to rearrange memorial 

materials for the attainment of her ideal as a dutiful figure of the decent household. The 

consequence of Mrs. Alving’s concealment through verbal representation proves disastrous 

as can be anticipated from the remark by Ibsen quoted in Joan Templeton, “This powerful 

proof of the tenacity of the ghosts answers the rhetorical question Ibsen put to himself in his 

working notes: “These are the ones who supply the mothers for the new generation. What 

will be the consequence?” (OI 5: 468)” (156) 

Templeton in her analysis of Mrs. Alving in Ghosts claims that besides wanting to 

protect her child, Helene had another reason for remaining silent: she knew that she herself 

would be blamed (155). This assertion serves as a contrast to her other attempts of concealing 
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her real motive of attaining her ideal in the guise of self-blaming remarks, which I will 

discuss in greater detail in Chapter Two.  

In addition, Templeton also points out that “the fatally diseased ghost-son is the 

fleshly sign of his mother’s tragic submission” while he “is also his dead father’s replica…” 

(156) The influence of the dead father upon Osvald and Osvald’s recollection of him are also 

important. Helland and Åslund cite the content of a letter of 3rd Jan. 1882 from William 

Archer to Ch. Archer in discussing the function of the pipe and whether it relates to Captain 

Alving’s influence on Osvald in terms of his syphilis as follows, “No”, he said, “the only 

point of the pipe was to show that the only thing Osvald could remember about his father was 

that he made him vomit — and that, I’d say, is about the worst one can remember about 

someone else” (qtd. in Johansen 100). Starting from this point, what is worth probing into 

considering Captain Alving’s influence on Osvald’s choice of death in the end is both the 

remnants of his existence that is left in the memory of Mrs. Alving and Osvald and how the 

two main characters strive to come to terms with them for the maintenance of their individual 

ideals.  

Ross Shideler’s lacanian reading of the father-figures in three of Ibsen’s plays 

including Ghosts offers us certain insights into understanding Captain Alving’s influence on 

both Mrs. Alving and Osvald. Shideler points out that the play is not “so much about the real 

father” as it is “about the discovery of the difference between the real, but dead father— with 

all of his related symbols, such as the orphanage or the pipe— and the patriarchal heritage 

that Mrs. Alving tries to overcome” (290-91). Bjørn Hemmer’s words are thus quoted in 

corroborating his claim that “[t]he building of the Children’s Home In memoriam Captain 

Alving has its clear parallel in the false idealization of the father figure which Mrs. Alving 

undertook in the letters to her son Osvald” (qtd. in Shideler 291). Therefore, Shideler reaches 

the folllowing interpretation that “through the memorial to her dead husband, Mrs. Alving 

attempts to dissociate herself from the Name-of-the-Father, from the Symbolic Order of the 

Dead Father” and that “[s]he does this, first, by appropriating in her guise as devoted [to]… 

the Captain’s name and legacy and, second, by trying to rid herself of the legacy by 

containing and displacing it” (291). Shideler then reaches the conclusion that Mrs. Alving 

cannot escape the influence of Captain Alving as his presence “constitutes a much deeper and 

darker heredity than even Osvald’s venereal disease suggests” because the disease as well as 

“the ghosts within and around her are the discourse, the inheritance of a language and a 

reality created by the patriarchy” (291).  
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Thought-provoking as it is, Shideler’s argument focusses more on Captain Alving’s 

influence on his wife than that on his son Osvald. And in fact, the memory of Captain Alving 

proves influential in shaping both Mrs. Alving’s renovating efforts devoted to rearranging 

and rebuilding the household and Osvald’s individual plan for sacrificing for the name of the 

family and his mother’s ideal which results in Osvald’s choice of death with the help of his 

mother in the end. I will devote the Chapter Two and Three in discussing the individual cases 

of Mrs. Alving and of Osvald respectively when it comes to their rearranging memorial 

materials in coming to terms with the past involving Captain Alving while they take 

measures to attain their individual goals. 

Another “father”-figure in the play which requires a passing reference is Pastor 

Manders. Dimitris Vardoulakis in his “Spectres of Duty: Silence in Ibsen’s Ghosts” discusses 

the sense of duty cherished by Pastor Manders and by Mrs. Alving respectively. He 

comments that for Pastor Manders, “duty is always the abandonment of self-interest and self-

profit”, as he understands duty “as an inviolable principle” (Vardoulakis 53).  He gives an 

example by referring to their discussion about whether the orphanage should be insured, as he 

says that Mrs. Alving and Pastor Manders contends on “whether the orphanage should be 

insured with an insurance firm – that is, whether the orphanage should be given some 

protection within the ambit of the legal organization of society” (55), and that Manders’s 

politics of a “silent principle of duty” dictates that “only a silent expression of the private 

would be a manifestation of the eternal principle of duty”, which culminates in his not having 

the orphanage insured (56). The sense of duty that Pastor Manders cherish is important to 

look into as it grants us another perspective for viewing Mrs. Alving’s sense of duty.  

According to Manders “duty is all-encompassing in one’s relation to others”, and 

“there is always an indefinite series of duties to perform” so it entails “the spectral quality of 

duty as it is conceived by Manders, and it manifests itself as the absence of happiness” 

(Vardoulakis 58). To Manders, the reality of the situation is secondary compared with the 

endurance of the principle of duty, as he says to Mrs. Alving “all this demanding to be happy 

in life… sacred ties” and he considers Mrs. Alving’s “search for happiness” a “descent into 

caprice” (59). Vardoulakis compares the approaches to the idea of duty adopted by Mrs. 

Alvings and Pastor Manders as follows: 

 

They both … try to insure their construal of duty against something within it, to 

sacrifice or eliminate something that inheres in it – in other words, they pursue their 

project as the treatment of an auto-immune disease, as the attempt to obliterate the 
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opposing portion which, however, not only intimately belongs to them as well, but 

also is that which gives surety to their side and protects its existence. (66) 

 

In the final section of his work, Vardoulakis uses the metaphor of potion/portion to describe 

Mrs. Alving’s self-conceived solutions/counter force within her projects and the efforts 

towards her telos. He states that it is precisely the “persistence in the attempt to dominate the 

other portion despite its endurance – that ultimately led to their own self-poisoning.” (66)  

It is not hard for us to understand Vardoulakis’s argument as Mrs. Alving’s sense of 

conviction for marriage and freedom is developed through her reading of those books that 

Pastor Manders considers out of the supposed scope of reading for a housewife like her. For 

Mrs. Alving, her ideal is never fully reconciled with her present situation and she is always 

torn between the vision of a life she wishes to live up to and her awareness of the situation of 

the life here and now. Thus, she needs to rearrange what does not fit in with her envisaged 

materials for her ideal, and to constantly engage in the reshaping and rebuilding of them.  

As Erik Østerud claims, Mrs. Alving has created “a visual-architectural model of 

herself, an ideal of motherly perfection”, and it is “as if Osvald’s mere presence fills out the 

meaningful space his mother has reserved for him” in this “space of meaning” (within her 

“own four walls”) (261). Østerud describes Mrs. Alving’s “meaningful… inner space” she 

creates for herself as follows: 

 

Here she resides with her son, and from this centre of love, she expresses her maternal 

instincts in other spheres. She raises and cares for Regina, the illegitimate child of her 

late husband, and she is about to establish an orphanage… Osvald, but also Regina, 

and even the orphanage, are mirrors that serve to ratify her self-image. She meets 

herself, she recognizes her own subject in them and in the home (or homes) she has 

been reshaping. (261) 

 

By mentioning the functions of her “children” and the orphanage as her project of 

reshaping, Østerud touches upon the means which Mrs. Alving adopts in achieving her ideal 

“image” of herself. Emphasizing the mother-son mutual influence, Østerud does not take into 

account the influences between the “children” (or even “among” them, if taking the 

orphanage into consideration) as resulting in Osvald’s ending as such. In Chapter Four, I will 

discuss the role of Regina in particular as she is not only the half-daughter of Mrs. Alving 

whose life has been moulded by her “half-mother” for her earlier decision not to raise Regina 
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up as a “gentleman’s daughter”, also considered one of the means by which Mrs. Alving 

employs in attaining her ideal as the dutiful housewife figure of the decent family of the 

Alvings. 

 From the above-mentioned instances, we can see that traditional psychological studies 

of Ibsen’s plays are chiefly psychoanalytic, employing mainly Freudian or Lacanian models 

for interpreting characters in the plays. For previous character studies of Ibsen’s plays 

engaging in the trope of memory are also Freudian-psychoanalytic, and even among those, it 

is hard for us to find adequate studies that devote themselves to analyzing the 

characterization in Ghosts and its relation with the play’s ending. However, Ghosts is a play 

abundant with materials for scholars to approach from a psychological perspective as its 

characterization, as I will argue, are mimetic and suffused with psychological intensity and 

serves as good material for an Adlerian individual psychological reading to interpret Osvald’s 

choice of death at the end of the play.  

In previous studies on Mrs. Alving’s way of reconciling with the past, they either 

attribute Mrs. Alving’s approach to that of annihilating or trying to annihilate the past 

involving Captain Alving or of hiding the truth from the public to maintain the reputation of 

the family. However, Mrs. Alving only re-arranges materials from the past to memorialize 

her husband as well as to sustain the household’s reputation for achieving her individual goal. 

To secure the family’s reputation and to bury part of the family’s past are only means for her 

to achieve the ideal she long cherishes.  

As for studies devoted to character analysis, their focus is either on Mrs. Alving or on 

Osvald as the main character of the play. And as for studies about the relationship between 

characters, they either stress the importance of Captain Alving’s influence on his wife or his 

son, or emphasize the mother-son mutual influence, neglecting the possible influence of the 

vestigial existence of Captain Alving’s heritage in the characters’ memory of him and the 

shape of the orphanage on all of the characters, as well as the possible mutual influence 

between the younger generation including Osvald and Regina.  

I will proceed from here and devote the present study to analyze the characters and 

their ideals as they relate to their past memories, as well as their mutual influence on each 

other in promoting Osvald’s choice of death in the end. I intend to argue that Mrs. Alving’s 

way of attaining her ideal as the dutiful housewife of a decent family influences Osvald’s 

style of life and way of thinking, and Osvald in turn cherishes his ideal intertwined with his 

mother’s and is willing to sacrifice himself for the name of the family; with the leaving of 
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Regina that reduces him to exacting his plan, Osvald embraces death in the end as gesture of 

fulfilling her mother’s ideal and his own.  

The theories I plan to use are the Adlerian model of “fictional final goal” as well as 

Mark Sandberg’s terminology of “renovation”. The present study is inspired by the rhetorical 

narratological theories of character concerning the “mimetic” aspect of character’s function 

as well. 

In Lawrence Grolnick’s article entitled “Ibsen’s Truth, Family Secrets, and Family 

Therapy”, two statements appear as follows: 

 

1. “Although Ghosts has been labled a social-problem play, a systems thinker will 

discern in the text levels from individual to community and beyond. One of 

Ibsen’s enduring contributions is his subtle understanding of character (especially 

in women) and what is more rare, of relationships. One finds this in the “social 

dramas” of his middle period, and more richly in the “psychological dramas” of 

his late years.” (2) and, 

 

2. “However, Oswald was spared some of the pathogenic process of projective 

identification because much of this went on between his parent and Pastor 

Manders. But there was healty potential, as well, in the struggle of Helen and 

Oswald to define themselves, and her delineation of her son’s developing identity 

wasn ot just defensive. His symbolic death was required more for Ibsen’s purpose 

than from psychological necessity.” (5) 

From the first one, we gather the idea that Ibsen’s understanding of the characters’ 

psychological states facilitates his composition which makes the characterization in both his 

social dramas including Ghosts and his later plays worthy of probing into from a 

psychological angle. However, as long as the character Osvald’s death is interpreted as more 

of a design required to meet “Ibsen’s purpose” than of a character imitating real people’s 

psychological mindset and course of action, the scale is tilted toward the characterization for 

formal purposes, which is no longer to be considered a representative case for psychological 

studies.  

Therefore, different schools of character theories should be invoked in clarifying the 

issue presented here. The traditional theories of characters represented by David Lodge points 

out that characters are designed to serve the purpose of the dramatic structure, and the 



 20 

proposition of only the “synthetic function” of characters is criticized by James Phelan in 

Reading Characters, Reading Plots to have neglected the mimetic and thematic dimensions 

(1-2). Brian Richardson’s essay “Drama and Narrative” again adds another aspect of the 

“enacted function” of the characters in drama in addition to the three other functions 

proposed by Phelan, namely the “mimetic”, the “formal”/ “synthetic”, and the “ideological”/ 

“thematic” (143). He further explains this categorization in his “Beyond Poststructuralism: 

Theory of Characters, the Personae of Modern Drama, and the Antinomies of Critical 

Theory” as derived from the three different approaches to critical theories as the humanistic, 

the formalistic and the post-structuralistic (87). To Richardson, “insofar (and only insofar) as 

a drama is mimetic, its characters ask to be judged in ways comparable to those we use to 

comprehend individuals in everyday life” and all three approaches as well as the theories of 

literary character that derive from them are “essential to theorize character adequately in 

modern drama” (90). That is to say, both the words and the action of the characters on stage, 

though out of design for formal means, could and should be used as keys to explore their 

psyche as imitating that of real people’s.  

Therefore, if one character imitates an individual in real life, his or her words and 

actions could and should suffice in serving as materials for an individual psychological study. 

As the individual’s words and deeds are the keys of probing into their rationale of making 

certain choices, the same goes with the characters in the play of Ghosts, and the analytical 

method inspired by one of the most important individual psychologists, Alfred Adler, 

especially the theories on individual’s “fictional final goal”, as will be argued, will serve as 

an efficient tool in interpreting the characters’ personal ideals in relation to how they come to 

terms with the past. This will in turn prove to help facilitate the interpretation of the character 

Osvald’s death at the end of the play. As for the means of characters’ achieving their 

individual goals, Mark Sandberg’s coinage of “renovation and razing” as appeared in his 

analysis of the architectural metaphor and the modern uncanny in the “houses” of Ibsen’s 

plays will be invoked for this purpose. As I will contend, the means through which Mrs. 

Alving achieves her ideal involve the methods of re-arranging and rebuilding that Sandberg’s 

theory of “renovation” insightfully deals with.  

A more detailed discussion of the theories will appear in Chapter One. In the chapter, 

I will discuss the three aspects of characterization and the relevant theories respectively, 

namely the mimetic, the fictional (as appearing in the term, “fictional final goal”) and the 

uncanny. The central theory is from that of Alfred Alder’s individual psychology, and the 

mimetic theory of character function serves as the foundation for delving into the characters’ 
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psychological state whereas the theory of the uncanny, more in Mark Sandberg’s usage of the 

term than in Freud’s, from which the concept of “renovation” stems, will answer the 

questions as relating to the means by which the character achieves his or her “fictional final 

goal”, in other words, the personal ideal. Therefore, I will address them in the order as stated 

above. 

 In Chapter Two, I will take the individual case of Mrs. Alving as an example for a 

more detailed analysis. I will argue that both her verbal representation of the past through 

self-blaming remarks and her physical efforts put into remoulding in her memory what has 

happened through building “memorial projects” result from her attempt to re-arrange 

memorial materials for the sake of attaining her personal ideal. From her gesture of 

rationalization to her endeavor in household renovation as means of coming to terms with the 

past, Mrs. Alving takes pains in hiding the family’s secrets from the public and instead 

engages in her projects of household cleansing and re-establishing the family reputation in 

order to achieve her ideal as a dutiful figure at home, willing to sacrifice for the decency of 

her family. 

 In Chapter Three, I will proceed from the previous chapter to further explore the 

motherly influence upon the forming of Osvald’s ideals, and I will also stress the child’s own 

evaluation of the situation and his subsequent plan in shaping his final decision of self-

killing. I intend to argue that Osvald is aware of what his mother has been hiding from him 

after his first return home, and is planning to end his life for saving his mother’s previous 

attempts from being ruined, as he also knows it will not be long before the next fatal attack 

comes. For the time being, Osvald is still unsure whether he shall carry out his plan, and he 

thus engages in a series of communication and confrontation with his mother. Osvald is not 

satisfied with his mother’s manipulation and prioritizing her personal ideal over him, and 

plans an alternative to leave the household if he finds his mother unworthy of his sacrifice, 

and if Regina accepts to leave with him. 

 In Chapter Four, I will briefly address the role of Regina in influencing Osvald’s final 

decision to have his own life taken in his mother’s arms. I will argue that Osvald is both 

impressed and blinded by Regina’s “constructive approach to life” shown through her interest 

and supportive attitude in Osvald’s suggestion that the two go to Paris together, and through 

preparing herself by learning French. Seeking every opportunity to ascend the social ladder, 

Regina is not in the least solely relying on Osvald to achieve her goal of getting a better life. 

At the sight of Osvald’s degeneration after the orphanage is burnt down, Regina shows signs 

of aloofness toward Osvald, and with Mrs. Alving’s revelation of the family’s secret, Regina 



 22 

officially declares her will to leave the household, making Osvald disillusioned. He is both 

disheartened by Regina’s leaving at his most vulnerable, and by the fact that Regina makes 

her choice that becomes to her social status, the means by which he could not imitate due to 

his identification of himself as the Young Alving, and thus reduced to carry out his original 

plan of self-sacrifice becoming to his social stratum.  

Hence, I intend to conclude that Osvald’s choice of death with the help of his mother 

is highly mimetic as explicable from an individual psychological perspective. The fictional 

goal Mrs. Alving cherishes motivates her to rationalize her concealment of the truth and to 

carry out her household renovation by building memorial projects, which could be explained 

by the model of the architectural uncanny. Influenced by his mother’s ideal and with the 

“aid” of Regina, Osvald is left to exact his plan of sacrificing himself for the name of the 

Alving’s, becoming to his individuality and his social stratum; therefore, it is not merely out 

of the formal design for the play that Osvald dies in the end as such. 
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2. Chapter One  Aspects of Characterization in Ghosts 

 

 

In their joint essay “Modernist Drama: Origins and Patterns” John Fletcher and James 

McFarlane point out that the “compulsive attention the eighties and the nineties gave to the 

problematic and the contemporary” as well as the “restless exploration of the resources of 

prose as a dramatic medium” help to pinpoint the origins of European Modernist drama, and 

both things point unwaveringly back to Ibsen (499).   

Ibsen is known for the stark realism portrayed in the characters of his plays through 

their language of prose and their action which imitates our everyday life. By reading or 

seeing Ibsen’s plays, the readers or the audience are constantly made to focus on the inner 

psyche of characters through their words, as well as on their interpretations and evaluations 

of the situations, their attempts and plans accordingly, and their subsequent measures taken 

through their actions. Such tendency could also be found in Ghosts. As John Fletcher and 

James McFarlane observe, when the choice of the new wave of ‘independent theatres’ fell 

upon Ghosts as the work which both “served their theatrical aspirations” and “expressed the 

spirit of the age”, they succeeded in making Ibsen a dramatic author not only “of modest 

Scandinavian dimensions” but one “of imposing European proportions” (500).  

The characters’ words and deeds as they appear in the play’s text are the keys for the 

readers to probe into the inner world that Ibsen presents to us through his realistic portrayal. 

Just as Eirik Østerud states in his “The Living Dead. On the Phenomenology of Fear in 

Henrik Ibsen’s Ghosts”, from the “outer arena of action”, Ibsen takes us through the play to 

the characters’ “inner arena of perceptions, feelings and understandings”, which helps the 

audience get a glimpse of the character’s “own terrified psyche” (260). This chapter will 

address the importance of understanding the mimetic, the fictional, and the uncanny aspects 

of the characterization in Ghosts for interpreting Osvald’s choice of dying in his arms in the 

end.  

The mimetic aspect of characterization makes it possible to approach the two most 

important characters, Mrs. Alving and Osvald in Ghosts from an individual psychological 

perspective. The concept of the “fictional final goal” as proposed by Alfred Adler proves 

efficient in exploring the personal ideals professed by Mrs. Alving and her behavior of 

building memorial projects as a means of achieving it.  
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The uncanny aspect of Mrs. Alving’s externalizing and burying the secret of the 

Rosenvold household in her building projects makes her renovating attempts futile as it only 

stresses to bury and not to “resuscitate” the past. Both the fictional aspect of the characters’ 

ideal and the uncanny aspect of Mrs. Alving’s externalizing part of her memories of the 

family’s past to be buried in her projects play an important role in affecting Osvald’s style of 

life and in influencing his decision to take his own life with the assistance of his mother. 
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2.1 The Mimetic: Characters’ Psychological Traits  

 

 

Ibsen depicts a real world, not the ideal where satisfaction and reconciliation are 

possible… 

 

— William Archer 

 

 

Aristotle in his “On Poetry and Music” argues that the origin of drama stems from the natural 

human need for imitation. He states that the poetry expresses the universal, “how a person of 

a certain type will on occasion speak or act, according to the law of probability or necessity; 

and it is this universality at which poetry aims in the names she attaches to the personages.” 

(Aristotle qtd. in Stone and Wagner 17) In explaining the key concepts in Adlerian Individual 

Psychology, the editor W. Wolfe writes in his introductory essay to Adler’s The Pattern of 

Life that the unity of the human personality is the foundation of Individual Psychology, and 

that the Greek dramatists “considered this unity essential long before the birth of Christ” 

while “[g]reat poets, shrewd old women, novelists, successful generals, and business men 

know that this unity of the human organism is the sine qua non of human understanding.” (7)  

 As concerns the mimetic aspect of characterization according to character theories 

proposed by narratologists, there are two figures whose theories are worth mentioning, and 

they are James Phelan, the rhetorical narratologist and Brian Richardson, the scholar of 

narrative of drama. In the introduction part of his work Reading People, Reading Plots, 

James Phelan expresses his understanding of the character theories preceding his age. Citing 

David Lodge’s argument about fictional characters that character is only a convenient 

abstraction from verbal signs, Phelan advances his own argument against that proposed by 

Lodge, summarising his claim that “Lodge’s attempt to collapse character under language 

actually shows that character can put constraints on language”, Phelan ascribes this 

artificiality of characters as only one of the character-components, that of “the synthetic” (1-

2).  

By stating that the description of certain characters “creates its effect by playing off— 

and with— the way characters are images of possible people”, Phelan proposes, “we 

recognise a second component of character what I will hereafter call ‘the mimetic’”, while he 

calls the third component representing the collective identify of certain characters “standing 
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for a class— the individual in modern society, men, the ordinary human, respectively” that of 

the “thematic” (2-3). Generalising his argument, Phelan acknowledges that character can be 

multi-dimensional as he makes the following claim, 

 

In summary, this further consideration… indicates that character too can be 

multichromatic, that is a literary element composed of three components, the mimetic, 

thematic, and synthetic, and that the mimetic and thematic components may be more 

or less developed, whereas the synthetic component, though always present, may be 

more or less foregrounded. The logical next questions are whether the synthetic… 

ought to be privileged in our theoretical account of character and whether we can 

determine under what general conditions the mimetic and thematic components get 

more or less developed. (3) 

 

In his “Drama and Narrative” Brian Richardson also states that the most “comprehensive 

theories of character” emphasise its “multiple facets” including that of the “mimetic” or 

“realistic”, the “formal”, and the “ideological” before he moves on to posit the “fourth 

dimension” of the “enacted” as his contribution to the existing theories (143).  

By further explaining each one of the four facets, Richardson puts the “mimetic” 

dimension of characters at the forefront as he claims, “fictional characters have a mimetic 

behaviour they are modelled on: braggarts or misers on stage are deemed “realistic” in so far 

as they resemble braggarts or misers in life”, and even though in some cases such as the 

theater of the absurd, they seem to “depart radically from mimetic conventions, as usual 

figures say and do outlandish things, they nevertheless “cannot escape entirely from a 

mimetic framework” (143). Richardson lists several absurdist plays including Ionesco’s La 

cantatrice chauve (The Bald Soprano), Beckett’s Waiting for Godot and his Endgame 

wherein the characters’ gradual display of their “very general representations of key aspect of 

human behaviour” and their “exaggerated but ultimately psychologically accurate relation of 

co-dependency” reveal that they are created as “seemingly impossible individuals” 

representing the “uncomfortable similarity to all-too-human models” (144).  

The “stark realism” represented in the characters is well-known in Ibsen’s plays 

(Stone and Wagner 3). In Ghosts, the characterization is highly mimetic in that the 

construction of the characters imitate real people in the ways they talk and behave with 

representative psychological traits. Some of the characters in the play, as is indicated by 

Meyer, are derived from Ibsen’s real-life encounters with specific individuals. Among them 
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are Pastor Manders who was “immediately motivated by Ibsen’s indignation at the 

Norwegian Ecclesiastical Department’s treatment of his son”, and Regina who was “based on 

a maid whom the Ibsens had had in Munich” and who “incorporated various French 

expressions in the high German she used” when she spoke to Ibsen and Suzannah (490). 

Their psychological traits analogous to those of real people are worth probing into as 

Osvald’s choice of death, his hope that Mrs. Alving could help him end his life is also 

attributable to both Mrs. Alving’s and Osvald’s “life-styles” and “ideals”. 

It is of help to analyze the words and deeds of the characters in Ghosts in exploring 

their externalization and reflection upon their past while the characters rearrange the 

memorial materials for the attainment of their personal ideals, i.e. their fictional final goals. 

As concerns the ways characters talk in the play, Meyer notices that unlike the dialogues in 

The Pillars of Society and A Doll’s House wherein character say what they mean, the 

characters in Ghosts usually say one thing and mean another. For example, Mrs. Alving and 

Pastor Manders “spend much of the time circling round a subject to which they dread 

referring directly,” which makes the dialogue “oblique, and sometimes opaque.” (490) 

However, Meyer observes that it is due to Ibsen’s careful consideration of how people in real 

life talk when they are perplexed by their individual psychological state that he mimetically 

constructs the characters’ conversations as those by real people, as he argues that Ibsen knew 

“when people talk about something concerning which they feel a sense of guilt, they cease to 

speak directly and instead talk evasively and with circumlocution” (490). As the actions of 

talking and engaging in conversations are among the many gestures to be enacted in the play, 

the following analysis in Chapter Two and Three will thus focus on both the words and the 

deeds of the two characters Osvald and Mrs. Alving in the play, and on how their ways of 

talking and behaving could provide us with clues for their preferred life-styles and 

personality ideals as well as for Osvald’s insisting on his mother taking his life in the end and 

Mrs. Alvings’s acquiescence. 
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2.2 The Fictional: Characters’ Memories, Goals and their Strivings 

 

 

Fascinated by the subtle undertones of Ibsen’s dramatic dialogue (mysteriously 

surviving even in translation), they… hearken to characters who ‘think about 

thinking, feel about feeling, and practice autopsychology’ (Hofmannsthal).  

– John Flecher and James McFarlane 

 

 

 

Though not a psychologist himself, Ibsen employs the trope of memory for characterization 

in his plays. As Favorini claims, “Casey, Haaken, and Hacking, as is typical of so many 

writers on memory, make no reference to theatre, and so they do not notice that 

contemporaneous with Janet and Freud, Ibsen and Strindberg constructed memory as 

dynamically operative in character formation” (29).  

In Favorini’s understanding, Freud and Ibsen also shared a method of “considering 

characters as case studies” that makes “comparing the psychologist and the playwright a rich 

exploration”, as he observes that “when Freud wrote about Ajax, Philoctetes, Richard , 

Hamlet, or Lady Macbeth”, he was studying their “cases”, so he suggests that Ibsen himself 

“took a clinical attitude towards his characters” (29).  Stone and Wagner wrote in the chapter 

“Ibsen and his feelings of inferiority” of their work, Henrik Ibsen: Poet, Playwright, and 

Psychologist that Ibsen “termed the goal for his characters as ‘the grand ideal,’ pre-empting 

Adler’s later utilization of Hans Vahihinger’s “as if” fictions (Adler 1956)” (Ibsen qtd. in 

Stone and Wagner 54). As they observe it, in Ibsen’s plays, internal struggles abound as 

characters “fight for control of their destiny and their souls” (Stone and Wagner 59).  

One of the typical means by which the characters, especially Mrs. Alving and Osvald 

in Ghosts strive for control of their destinies is by recollecting the past and by reevaluating 

their memories of it, either through expression of self-blame, or through justification of their 

actions to achieve their individual fictional goal. Gerland claims in his A Freudian Poetics for 

Ibsen’s Theater that there are two modes of memory in Ghosts “set apart” that “cannot be 

reconciled”, and that Ibsen establishes “parallel systems for representing the past” as “one 

centered on Osvald and featuring bodily repetition, the other entered on Mrs. Alving and 

featuring verbalised recognition” (101).  This categorization, as is explicated earlier in the 

introduction part, is derived from the Janetian and Freudian pattern of progression from 

memories through repetition and recollection by means of bodily enactment or verbal 
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representation. For the characters Osvald and Helene Alving, they cherish “different ways of 

remembering the past”, with “Osvald’s embodied repetition” set “against his mother’s 

narrative recollection” (Gerland 110). I intend to argue in Chapter Two with greater detail 

that Mrs. Alving’s putting the past into narratives and household-improvement projects, her 

recollection through verbal representation and through physical efforts, is to achieve her self-

ideal, the fictional goal that keeps her in consistency with her former vision of herself as a 

sacrificial figure to retain the feeling of superiority. Whereas for Osvald, it is also for the 

retainment of superiority through fulfilling his self-ideal as a sound and “wholesome” youth 

falling victim to the past that causes Osvald to “conspire” with Mrs. Alving in taking his own 

life. Right now, a more detailed explanation of the approach of Adlerian individual 

psychology wherein he expostulates the concept of the “self-ideal” and the “fictional final 

goal” is needed here in paving the way for the discussions in Chapter Two and Three. 

Alfred Adler introduces the term “guiding self-ideal” in 1912 in The Neurotic 

Character where he used it interchangeably with the “fictional final goal” (Ansbacher and 

Ansbacher 95) Adler’s “fictional finalism” is influenced by Hans Vaihinger’s “factionalism”, 

his philosophy of the “As-if”, in which Vaihinger explicates the term “fictions” as “ideas, 

including unconscious notions, which have no counterpart in reality, yet serve the useful 

function of enabling us to deal with it better than we could otherwise” (qtd. in Ansbacher and 

Ansbacher 77). Ansbacher and Ansbacher move on to distinguish the term of the guiding 

self-ideal from Freudian “super ego” by stating that unlike the superego belonging in one of 

the three realms, “the self-ideal or fictional goal” for Adler, is “the unifying principle of 

personality and, as such, of central importance, an integral part of the self-consistent 

individual” (Ansbacher and Ansbacher 95).  

The most intriguing part of the term is its subjectivity and fictionality. As Ansbacher 

and Ansbacher maintain, although “the objective factors of heredity and environment, organ 

inferiorities, and past experiences are utilised by the individual in the process of forming his 

final goal, the latter is still a fiction, a fabrication, the individual’s own creation” (89). In 

order to better understand this term as a “creation” of the individual, it is worth a passing 

reference to one of the four tasks of life as an additional but significant Adlerian coinage. 

Alder proposes1 that there are three tasks of life, namely that of “building successful 

human relationships”, of “pursuing a socially useful occupation”, and of “developing intimate 

                                                        
1 Appearing in the 1998 version of Understanding Life. 
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relationships”in dealing with adaptive issues of different aspects concerning individuals’ 

social adjustment (107-8). However, Adler specified a fourth task in a paper published in the 

Handbook of the Science of Work edited by Fritz Giese, Stuttgart in 1930, appearing later in a 

1970 English reprint entitled Fundamentals of Individual Psychology. Mark H. Stone and 

Cheryl A. Wagner in their Henrik Ibsen: Poet, Playwright and Psychologist quotes the fourth 

one as follows: 

 

There are four great questions of life which, although schematised, encompass all the 

relationships of life; the social relationship to fellowmen, the question of occupation, 

the question of love and the attitude toward art and creative endeavor. (Adler qtd. in 

Stone and Wagner 139) 

 

As Adler stops there and never clarifies it elsewhere, the fourth task of life, mainly the 

“creative endeavor” is open to various interpretations, among which Heinz L. Ansbacher and 

Rowena R. Ansbacher attribute it to an extension of the work task to incorporate leisure and 

hobbies (qtd. in Stone and Wagner). Ascribing it due credence, Stone and Wagner assumes 

that this interpretation covers only the “arts” part of the fourth task, leaving the “creative 

endeavor” part unattended to. Synthesising other propositions in Adler’s theories of 

individual psychology, Stone and Wagner claim that what Adler might indicate by this task is 

likely the creative endeavour of the self in constructing the “life style”, and they move on to 

state that their argument is based upon the fact that Adler emphasises how individuals show 

creativity in their solutions to the tasks of life by “constructing a subjective, personal 

viewpoint for how to interpret the world, to think, and to behave” (139).  

In justifying their claim, they go on with their argument by citing evidence from 

Adler’s paper on Mass Psychology (1937) where he writes about the “creative power of the 

child”, to which Adler attributes significance in assisting the process of individuals’ 

adaptation to the evolving structure of their immediate environment (Adler qtd. in Stone and 

Wagner 140). The term “the creative power of the child” also appeared elsewhere in similar 

statements supporting this position in Adler’s works published in the year of 1956, 1969 and 

1970. Thus argued, Stone and Wagner facilitates their subsequent discussions by adopting the 

term “creative self” for this fourth task mentioned above.  

Stone and Wagner’s interpretation of this fourth task finds yet another corroboration 

in Walton’s edited presentation of Adler’s article, “The Fundamental Views of Individual 

Psychology”. In this article, Adler states that the “raw material with which Individual 
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Psychologist works” is the “relationship of the individual to the problems of the outside 

world”, determined neither by environment that gives the individual certain impressions nor 

by heredity that endows the individual with certain abilities; it is only the individual’s manner 

in which s/he “experiences” these “abilities and impressions” — the interpretation he makes 

of these experiences — that forms the “bricks” which the individual uses in his or her own 

“creative” way in building up the “attitude toward life” (Adler qtd. in Walton 15)  

In clarifying Alder’s proposition that “each person, very early in life, creatively 

constructs a self-designated role (a life style) that typifies a mode of interpreting the world in 

concert with a subjective interpretation”, Stone and Wagner interprets this creative self as 

“the impetus by which individuals live their lives” (140-141). In explaining the idea of 

“creativity”, Adler has his point in explicating the “style of life” that the teleology of human 

psychological life “arises from immanent necessities, but is in its uniqueness a creation of the 

individual”, so every individual “represents both a unity of personality and the individual 

fashioning of that unity”, and the individual is thus “both the picture and the artist” (Adler 

qtd. in Ansbacher and Ansbacher 177) 

The notion of the created self illustrated by a life style receives a term “Personality 

Ideal” coined by Adler in his formula, “Evaluation + Arrangement (Experiences + Character 

+ Emotionality +Symptoms) = Personality Ideal”, with an explanation that the individual 

creatively constructs “from real experiences and from possibilities” and builds “the type of 

character-traits and affect-preparations that fit into his personality-ideal” (qtd. in Stone and 

Wagner 144). The focus of Chapter Three will be on the part of “Evaluation” and the 

“Arrangement” of experiences in Osvald’s constitution of his “creative self and personality 

ideal”, as well as on how his maladjusted “life style” leads to his choice of death in the 

end. Both Chapter Two and Chapter Three will address the personal ideals cherished by Mrs. 

Alving and her son, Osvald.  

The ideal Mrs. Alving strives for is to maintain her image as the indisputable (only for 

she herself to reproach) housewife of the decent Alving family capable of enduring and 

taking responsibilies, whereas the ideal Osvald cherishes, though in the text Pastor Manders 

refuses to acknowledge that Osvald has any ideal, changes from that of his father collected 

from the letters Mrs. Alving has been sending to him, to that of co-working with her mother 

to achieve her ideal of maintaining the name of the Alvings family.  

While Mrs. Alving exacts her “schema” for achieving her goal by verbalizing through 

self-blame and renovating through building memorial projects, Osvald wavers from time to 

time in carrying out his plan of sacrificing himself for the sake of the family and her mother’s 
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ideal. That is attributable to Osvald’s upbringing as a child sent away from home quite early 

and thus he feels unsure about his judgment and his own evaluation of the situation. He also 

verbalizes his self-identification and his early recollection after his second homecoming, and 

after he is more certain about his position in the household when the truth is revealed by his 

mother, he feels it time to exact his plan. He embraces his fall as the orphanage does, 

embodying himself in her mother’s memorial projects. Not feeling used by his mother to 

achieve her personal goal this time, Osvald chooses to be an active partaker in helping his 

mother re-establish the household’s name, that of the Alvings.  
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2.3 The Uncanny: Externalizing and Burying the Past 

 

The most underappreciated of Halvard Solness’s construction-industry colleagues is 

undoubtedly Helene Alving in Ghosts. 

— Mark Sandberg 

 

 

As Sandberg points out, Freud’s 1919 essay “Das Unheimliche” remains the touchstone 

articulation for theories of the uncanny (18). For Freud, the unheimlich is a border 

phenomenon in which “the usual distinctions between life and death, present and past, and 

the familiar and the strange fall away” (Sandberg 19). In discussing the case of Ibsen’s 

“unhomely”, Sandberg selects Ghosts as the first representative of his works by saying, “One 

has only to think of the uncanny doubles and haunting presence of the dead Captain Alving in 

Ghosts… to see that there is inviting material for a Freudian analysis…” (21). For clarifying 

the concept of the uncanny, Sandberg quotes Anthony Vidler from his The Architectural 

Uncanny, “Unheimlich is the name for everything that ought to have remained secret and 

hidden but has come to light.” (21) The expression “ought to” is stressed here by Sandberg, 

as he refers again to Ghosts, and after quoting Mrs. Alving’s famous speech of “we are all 

ghosts”, elaborates as follows: 

 

This is a peculiarly modern sort of Gothic imagery— ghosts, to be sure, but inflected 

with the logic of modern progressivism. Dead doctrines and useless beliefs ought to 

stay buried once they have been identified and debunked, implied Mrs. Alving, and 

yet they keep on returning, swarming thickly around the present, even among the 

most enlightened members of society. The ghostly ideas of tradition in Ibsen’s play 

are unheimlich… because their powerful return contradicts and takes by surprise the 

modern confidence in the inevitability of rational progress… (22) 

 

When Ibsen uses the word gengangere and not spøkelse, the Norwegian counterpart 

of ghost, for the title of this play, he is suggesting the notion of the “living dead”, the persons 

who walk again or “persists in walking” rather than the “spooky apparitions” (Sandberg 136). 

In Ghosts, the scene where Mrs. Alving and Pastor Manders “witness” the revisit of the 

ghostly figures of the late Captain Alving and Johanne clearly falls into this pattern of the 
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unheimlich with the unrelinquishing presence of the “living dead”. Like Ibsen’s other plays, 

the problem of a “residual past” is writ large in Ghosts, and the temporality becomes 

“fundamentally unheimlich” in that the present “ought to be able to banish the effects of the 

past… and yet is nevertheless defeated in the face of its return” (Sandberg 23).  

The aspect of the uncanny is related to the characters’ fictional final goals when it 

comes to their renovating efforts. In the chapter “The Tenacity of Architecture”, Sandberg 

claims that “dissatisfaction with the architectural status quo for Ibsen’s characters leads to 

two main alternatives”, that of “cleaning house”, which is in the idea of renovation, and that 

of “demolishing the existing structure completely”, which he calls razing (130). Previously in 

the section of “marginal occupants”, Sandberg already mentions that Master Solness 

cherishes a “hypercorrection” that is “a sign of disappointed ideals” (117). The dissatisfaction 

is not confined within the realm of the architecture, as the discontent with the building is 

considered a dissatisfaction with the status quo as well. The efforts of renovation or razing 

are also considered efforts for erecting the otherwise shattering individual ideals. 

As Sandberg expostulates, renovation is something that “allows for a coexistence with 

the past”, a hybrid of past and present that posits “temporal continuity and an overlapping 

model of change”, and it assumes that there is place for the old within new frameworks (130). 

Though “renovation” and “razing” differ in intent… they do at the very least share a “forward 

looking aspect” (Sandberg 131) By sending Osvald away, Mrs. Alving still cherishes the 

wish to have her son come back someday and live at this very house that she is keen on 

renovating. Besides her on-going efforts of sending Osvald away from home and of 

establishing the orphanage, she is also planning to build more projects of renovation to have 

Regina sent away from home as well. In Act Two, she reveals this thought to Pastor Manders 

when they start to talk about the possible consequences of Osvald and Regina’s getting along 

too well with each other as they see, while the two exchange the following conversation, 

 

 MRS. ALVING. It’s just a foolish fancy of Osvald’s, you can be sure of that. 

MANDERS. Well, as I said, I’m not really up on these things; but it definitely seems 

to me— 

MRS. ALVING. She’ll have to get out of this house. Immediately. That’s clear as 

day— 

… 

…There was nothing else to do, then, but have the whole thing hushed up. (234) 
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Later in Act Two, when Mrs. Alving and Pastor Manders talk about how they would 

send Regina away, they mention that to see her “decently married” is undoubtedly “desirable 

for her in every respect” (240). Just as what Mark Sandberg claims in the chapter “The 

tenacity of architecture” of his work, that Mrs. Alving develops the orphanage project to 

memorialize her late husband, and that she has also been a “long-term home renovator”(154).  

This “long-term” suggests that though Mrs. Alving’s efforts are to memorialize things that 

happened in the past, her plan persists as it requires for building more “memorial projects” in 

the future. 

Sending Osvald away is also part of Mrs. Alving’s projects for maintaining her long-

cherished ideal. Sandberg also points out that Mrs. Alving “felt compelled to send Osvald 

away to keep him from becoming contaminated by the now sexually polluted home…” (154) 

However, it is due to her ideal to maintain the image of herself as the dutiful wife of a decent 

household, the reputation of which is not to be under any threat for demolition, that Mrs. 

Alving utilizes both Captain Alving’s not-yet-destroyed public image and Osvald to-be-

expected promising future as the guise to secure the name of the Alvings. As Sandberg points 

out the essence of such renovating efforts by Mrs. Alving, the point of all this renovation 

activity was to “create a public reputation that would take on a life of its own” (154). In other 

words, Mrs. Alving is externalizing part of her memories of the family’s past to be embodied 

in a new form, that of the orphanage, to stay away from the possible influence of the negative 

consequences of the revelation of truth otherwise posing threats to her ideal as the dutiful and 

sacrificing housewife. The image Mrs. Alving tries to create as becoming to her ideal finds a 

neat description in Sandberg’s following comments, 

 

Rosenvold estate renovations and improvements are thus … the equivalent of this 

false story about Alving… She tries in essence to bury both the captain’s money and 

influence at once in the new building. Since she insists that she has calculated the 

captain’s share of the wealth exactly, the implication is that everything that is now left 

in the original Rosenvold house after the completion of the orphanage is the result of 

her own hard effort during the years of renovation work on the estate. (155) 

 

Such externalizing gesture of Mrs. Alving testifies to her unwillingness to face part of her 

memory about Captain Alving and their past as part of the family’s history, as she refuses to 

incorporate that part of her memory sensibly into her striving for the ideal. As Ross Shideler 

is quoted, “[f]rom one point of view, the orphanage is Mrs. Alving’s attempt to kill the 
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heritage of the dead father, an attempt quite literally to get him out of her house and into his 

own” (qtd. in Sandberg 157) Indeed, to separate the memory of the experience involving 

Captain Alving from her own schema, Mrs. Alving becomes the one that makes the 

experience foreign, i.e. uncanny enough to constantly revisit and haunt the present household. 

Just as Sandberg puts it, the past “can only be unheimlich once one intends to bury it, not 

resuscitate it” (133). Sandberg’s observation echoes with that made by Templeton as follows: 

 

It is not merely that Mrs. Alving’s dedication of the orphanage and her plans for a 

new life for herself and her son attempt to annihilate the past, but that they would 

deprive it from meaning and would thus ignore the tragic reality of life itself by 

claiming the possibility of beginning it again. And thus the all powerful past… must 

gradually defeat the vain, superficial present until its triumph is announced in the 

babbling words of the ruined son, who has sought the father without knowing it. (161) 

 

What Mrs. Alving wants to prevent is ultimately what makes her series of renovating efforts 

of building memorial projects doomed to fail. As is discerned by Sandberg,  

 

[D]espite the inherent value of Mrs. Alving’s work at Rosenvold, those improvements 

are still not enough to keep the captain’s influence at bay. Even the purified and 

improved Rosenvold… the imagined future home for mother and son alone, does not 

play out as planned since the seeds of the decline are already within Osvald as well. In 

the world of the this play, the new elements of a renovated building are no match for 

the gengangere that are resident in its leftover, unmodified parts. (155) 

 

The fire has burned the orphanage completely to the ground. If the captain had been 

“externalized” in this structure, one might think that there “could not have been a more 

complete destruction of his legacy”, but Sandberg also reminds us that Ibsen’s main point 

with Ghosts is “not really to clear ground for the new” but, as is implied, “the income from 

the investment” intended for “operation of the orphanage” will now be “redirected to 

Engstrand’s brothel” (157). The past that Mrs. Alving painstakingly externalizes and buries 

in the form of the orphanage is not destroyed at all, but lives on in the form of Engstrand’s 

brothel which is more becoming to his real situation. In other words, even the fire cannot 

shake the status of the ever-present family secret of the Alvings. However, Sandberg provides 

another alternative for a means to metaphorically extinguish this part of the family’s history, 
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as he says, “Perhaps if Rosenvold, that eleborate [sic.] renovation experiment, had also 

burned to the ground along with the orphanage and Osvald himself, there might be the chance 

of an unsullied future” (157). 

 It is of importance here to note that with Osvald’s choice of ending it is highly 

possible that he himself wants to be embodied in this “renovation experiment” as termed by 

Sandberg. As will be argued in Chapter Three, Osvald is likely to have discerned his 

mother’s renovating attempts to bury the family’s secret, as he is also likely to have known 

his relationship with Regina as half brother-and-sister. For helping his mother to achieve her 

goal of maintaining the ideal image of herself as a dutiful and sacrificing wife of the 

reputable Rosenvold household, Osvald is willingly taking part as one portion of the 

memorial projects his mother is building. He witnesses the falling of the orphanage, and he 

also knows that there is no chance of him recovering again, as is told by his doctor, so he is 

brooding on whether to make his life more of use to a higher end. His confrontation with his 

mother about his plan of taking Regina away from home, his “testing” of his mother’s 

preference between him and her ideal, as well as his finally being assured of his mother’s 

care about him all contribute to Osvald’s decision to give up his own life for the sake of her 

mother’s ideal and more importantly, for the sake of saving the family’s reputation.  
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3. Chapter Two  Mrs. Alving: Representation, Rearrangement and 

Renovation 

 

 

Silenced and smothered by the past 

Like the lewd knight in dirty linen 

I struggle forth to swell the cast 

And air a long-suppressed opinion… 

— James Joyce, “Epilogue to Ibsen’s Ghosts”, March 1934 

 

 

On 30 September 1881, Ibsen wrote to the Danish bookseller and publisher Frederik Hegel 

that he finished the first draft of his new play entitled Ghosts: A Domestic Drama in Three 

Acts. Working “feverishly against the clock,” Ibsen completed the draft of Act Two 

beginning on 13 October in seven days, and that of Act Three in four days (Meyer 481).  On 

23 November, Ibsen expressed his mild warning to Hegel on Ghosts that it might probably 

“cause alarm in some circles” (Sprinchorn 197). This turned out to be the case, as Hegel 

wrote in response to Ibsen on 10 January the next year, that “in Copenhagen the sales of 

Ghosts have been markedly smaller” (qtd. in Meyer 483). However, it was in Norway that 

Ghosts was attacked most violently, not the least among liberal press, and an editorial in 

Morgenbladet concluded that the book “has no place on the Christmas table of any Christian 

home” (qtd. in Meyer 485). In 1883, the play was eventually premiered in Chicago. 

To Michael Meyer, Ghosts is not a play about physical illness as many of his 

contemporaries have believed. Rather, it is about “the revitalising effect of a numb 

acceptance of convention”, as about “[t]he importance of waging war against the past”, “the 

need for each individual to find his or her own freedom”, and “the danger of renouncing love 

in the name of duty” (Meyer 488). Meyer points out that dead traditions “stunt and cripple us 

and lay waste our life”, to which Osvald’s syphilis bears a vivid symbol, and just like Nora, 

Mrs. Alving is “strangled by convention and a misplaced sense of duty” (490). As Ibsen 

wrote in one of his letters to the Swedish writer and editor Sophie Adlersparre on 24 June 

1882 that after Nora, Mrs. Alving has to come. To Oliver Gerland, Mrs. Alving is “permeated 

by old ideas” and “unable to grow distinctively out of herself”, with a “weakly rooted inner 

nature” (107). Both Meyer’s and Gerland’s criticisms present Mrs. Alving as a figure 
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struggling to reconcile with the traditional values and to come to terms with her past 

properly. As is known from the text that Osvald inherits from his father not only the syphilis 

as a physical illness but also the lascivious attitude towards life that is degenerating, Osvald 

also exhibits cowardice when confronted with reality and fate in that he seeks not the means 

to combat it and protect his vision of the ideal but chooses instead an easy way out. The 

question arises as to how Osvald and Mrs. Alving’s manners of coming to terms with the past 

shape their ways of representing it in the face of reality, and in constructing their 

uncompromising ideals that eventually lead to Osvald’s death.  

The following part is an explication of my approach to the play’s characterization. I 

mean that Osvald’s asking his mother to kill him is more a mimetic way of ending analogous 

to individuals’ reactions to real-life situations than of mere structural design. It is worth 

probing into from the perspective of Adlerian individual psychology to gain an insight of the 

characters’ manner of behaving as ways of recollecting and re-arranging their experiences. It 

is not the hereditary aspect of Osvald’s syphilis to blame for his choice of death, as 

unfavourable circumstances only plays a role, and are not as significant as Mrs. Alving and 

Osvald’s individual preferences in search of their ideals. Rather, it is the misguided self-ideal 

and fictional goals that Mrs. Alving and Osvald cherish and their means to attain the goals 

that contribute in moulding the end as such. 
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3.1 Rationalization: Mrs. Alving’s Verbal Representation of the Past 

 

 

All that was too much for me, Manders… And now you can understand, too, why he 

never set foot in this house as long as his father lived. No one will know what that cost 

me.  

— Mrs. Alving in Ghosts 

 

From Mrs. Alving’s words and deeds for coming to terms with her experiences, we can 

gather that on the one hand, she represents her past experiences as she remembers them to be 

and believes they have been, and on the other hand, she arranges them for representation (in 

most of the cases, to Manders and Osvald) in order to maintain her self-ideal and the fictional 

goal she has been pursuing. For individuals’ arrangement of memories in fulfilling the self-

ideal, Adlerian models do without distinguishing the function of unconscious memories from 

that of the conscious. “Our conscious and unconscious memory and its individual structure 

function in accordance with the personality ideal and its standards”, Ansbacher and 

Ansbacher thus maintain (215). The cause of recollection is closely related to the 

psychological “scheme” at the back, as Adler’s explanation of such cause appears in 

Understanding Human Nature that we “remember those events whose recollection is 

important for a specific psychological reason, because those recollections further an 

important underlying movement…” (Adler 41).  In the case of Mrs. Alving, whether she 

recounts her experiences as she believes them to have been, or she represents her past by 

conveying only her convictions and beliefs adapted from her memories, conscious or 

unconscious, she is rearranging what she experiences for the fulfilment of her self-ideal, 

either through words or through deeds. Mrs. Alving recollects and rebuilds in order to realise 

a plan. As the goal of this plan is as explained, merely fictional as the individual’s own 

creation, there is no objective standard for its actualization. Therefore, we cannot judge 

whether Mrs. Alving is successful or not in carrying out her plan. All we can know of is that 

this plan is consistent, independent of its results and feedback. 

Mrs. Alving is seldom consistent in keeping her words and deeds in accordance with 

her initial aim. She judges the contents and methods of representing to suit her own aim. 

Before she takes the advice from her beloved Manders to return home, she should have been 

determined in fleeing from the place she could not stand. In other words, her tentative goal at 
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that moment should not have been to give room for her husband’s excuse, as she conceives of 

what could have happened, “If people had known anything of what went on, they would have 

said: ‘Poor man, it’s no wonder he strays at times; his wife ran away, you know.’” (Ibsen 

236) In leaving room for justification of her husband’s status of being astray, Mrs. Alving 

leaves herself the possibility in rationalising her own misdeeds such as leaving the household. 

Such inconsistency with her words and deeds anticipates Mrs. Alving’s relinquishing her 

rights of securing the household to the hands of others, be it Manders about the insurance or 

Engstrand who is to make the intended memorial an actual brothel, and directly drives Osvald 

to be the one to sacrifice for her ideal, her incapacity of attaining it, and her way of reflecting 

upon it. 

When revealing to Manders and Osvald the status of her married life respectively, 

Mrs. Alving again fails to remain consistent with her account. She at first assumes that she is 

perfectly justified in carrying out her responsibility for her husband, as she says to Manders, 

“No, I can tell you as well; it was I who got him moving whenever he had his lucid moments; 

and it was I who had to pull the whole load when he fell back in his old wild ways or 

collapsed in grovelling misery.” (230) As will be argued later, there is Mrs. Alving’s hidden 

motive to assume the sense of superiority in serving as a sacrificial figure at home that 

underlies her statement of being the most responsible one at home.  

When she faces Osvald, Mrs. Alving makes excuses that it is her to blame for driving 

Captain Alving to adopt such a reckless lifestyle. At this moment, she impugns her taking 

everything as the responsibility, and even apologises. “They’d drilled me so much in duty 

and things of that kind that I went on here all too long putting my faith in them. Everything 

resolved into duties— my duties, and his duties, and — I’m afraid I made this home 

unbearable for your poor father”, says Mrs. Alving (267). Joan Templeton in her discussion 

of Mrs. Alving cites Northam’s term “excess of charity” in his Ibsen’s Dramatic Method and 

points out that Mrs. Alving’s “desire to help her son in his anguish and to soften what she 

thinks will be a terrible blow— the truth about his sanited father—makes her present her 

husband to his son as a victim like himself. If misery loves company, what more comforting 

companion than one’s own father?” (Templeton 157) I would argue in addition that, 

underlying Mrs. Alving’s gestures of blaming herself, she is trying to reach a compromise 

between her ideal and the impression of herself incapable of attaining it, with even the hope 

of influencing others to make herself feel closer to her goal that she could not manage 

otherwise. 
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It is Mrs. Alving’s efforts in attaining her self-ideal as the sacrificial figure in the 

family that gives her the sense of superiority being the responsible and irrefutable figure of 

righteousness. She takes pride in her putting more into the family than her husband does, and 

yet, she deems it equally important that her husband’s reputation is to be protected. She thus 

considers it intolerable when the truth of her family’s past threatens her goal of maintaining 

her ideal as a sacrificial figure of a decent household, and so conceives various ways of 

rearrangement, either distorting or burying the past through her verbal and physical 

representations of the memory.  

As for the process and purpose of recollection/apperceiving memory, Adler maintains 

that the recollecting process works as a “schematic fiction”, and it becomes the task of this 

scheme to “bring about connections with the environment which serve to enhance the self-

esteem” and to “give directives and hints to the preparatory actions and thoughts” (Adler qtd. 

in Ansbacher and Ansbacher 214-5) In the case of Mrs. Alving and her self-esteem, the sense 

of superiority is attained through sacrifices. William Johnston in his essay “Ibsen’s Drama of 

Self-Sacrifice” clarifies the ground for modern sacrifice as follows: 

 

What separates modern society from primitive rite is the secular, often even 

calculated and hypocritical nature of sacrifice. For the most part, modern sacrifice is 

psychological, which means it exacts its punishment in ‘private’— not in secret, but 

in all those “nonpublic” areas unregulated and untouhable by the modern judicial 

system. Self-sacrifice is for prestige, for convincing others of one’s superior being 

through practices that others (not the gods) are said to be persuaded by. (145) 

 

Mrs. Alving assumes the role of superiority when she feels that she is the one who suffers 

and sacrifices most for the good of the family. When confessing to Manders, Mrs. Alving 

presumes that the person she is talking to has always been understanding her and aware of 

her situation in the marriage, as she says, “Have you forgotten how unutterably miserable I 

was that first year? …You know well enough what kind of life Alving led in those days— 

and the appetites he indulged.” (Ibsen 225) Joan Templeton points out that “misused as a 

daughter, abused as a wife”, Mrs. Alving cannot bear to “hear the man she loved upbraid her 

for not being dutiful to a man she loathed”, so the “man he himself sent her home” tips the 

scales and forces the truth (154). Therefore, Mrs. Alving enumerates her sufferings living 

together with her husband as follows to Manders: 
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Mrs. Alving. I’ve endured a lot in this house to keep him home in the evenings— and 

nights, I had to become his drinking companion as he got sodden over his bottle, 

holed up in his room. There I had to sit alone with him, forcing myself through his 

jokes and toasts and all his maundering, abusive talk, and then fight him bare-handed 

to drag him into bed—  

Manders (shaken). That you were able to bear all that! (Ibsen 230) 

 

When recounting such memory, Mrs. Alving re-arranges her past experiences 

according to her own “schema” of presenting herself as the figure that has endured and 

sacrificed much in the household. In the face of Manders who is well-informed of her past 

fleeing from home as well as of her husband’s lascivious conducts, Mrs. Alving represents 

her endurance in the direction of securing her image of a responsible wife of the house, 

getting rid of possible doubts of her neglecting the household duty which could probably lead 

to her husband’s irresponsible acts in return. However, such gesture of excluding herself from 

possible blame betrays her cowardice in facing the truth that her husband’s misdemeanor has 

nothing to do with her taking responsibilities in the household, and might even have resulted 

from it. If Mrs. Alving is already aware of her inability to alter her husband’s conducts, her 

words to Manders recounting her unbearable experiences after coming back to the household 

shows her implied blame on Manders for the result which should have been better than before 

her escape. In either case, Mrs. Alving is not brave enough to bear the burden herself for 

failing to live up to her goals.  

Mrs. Alving concludes her endurance by claiming that “my husband died just as 

dissolute as he’d lived everyday of his life” (228). For Helene, the life after marriage is no 

one blissful, as she must stand her husband’s demeanour for she herself knows not how long, 

and the suffering might at any time be worsened by unknown factors rising even from their 

own home, “all that in this house”, as Manders claims. Her tolerance has a limit. “I’d borne 

with him, even though I knew very well what was going on in secret away from this house. 

But when the infection came right within our own four walls—” (229). She decides that for 

the sake of Osvald and for her own, to her judgment, it is best that she puts an end to it right 

after this “final humiliation”. Rather than for the sake of Osvald, it is mainly for the sake of 

maintaining her self-ideal as the responsible woman of the house that she takes the house 

over to go on to the next phase of her “renovating” style of life.  

In Adler’s proposition, memory bears the function of “fitting impressions to the style 

of life and using them accordingly” (qtd. in Ansbacher and Ansbacher 213). The style of life 
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that Mrs. Alving has been living is that of rationalization and “renovation” for achieving her 

self-ideal. The former is done through words, while the latter is carried out in deeds. Mrs. 

Alving has the impression of herself being cowardly when she finds out that she should have 

let Osvald know of his family’s story sooner. However, her ideal of maintaining the image of 

the responsible woman praiseworthy of her sacrifices for the decent house is prone to be 

dismantled if Osvald is to know his father’s misconducts before any measure is taken to 

conceal the truth. It is hard for Mrs. Alving to strike a balance but the insistence on self-ideal 

always has to prevail in the Adlerian sense. Therefore Mrs. Alving resorts to self-blame 

afterwards instead of acting otherwise at first that could well free her from such self-

accusation. Note that it could not be the case that Mrs. Alving determines at the moment of 

her confession that she would do so otherwise, as we could see that the following takes place 

way before Helene and Osvald’s confrontation in the final scene when she still hesitates 

whether to tell Osvald the truth or not. 

 

MRS. ALVING (drumming on the windowpane) I never should have covered up 

Alving’s life. It was all I dared do then— not only for Osvald, but to spare myself. 

What a coward I was! 

MANDERS. Coward? 

… 

MRS. ALVING If I were all I should have been, I would have taken Osvald aside and 

said: “Listen, my boy, your father was a degenerate human being—” 

… 

(Coming away from the window.) That’s the coward I am. (Ibsen 236) 

 

And Mrs. Alving is again wavering between her initial aim and the alternative stance she 

would take if she changes her attitude after such self-accusation. We can see it from the 

following dialogue, 

 

MANDERS. Isn’t there something that tells you, as a mother, not to destroy your 

son’s ideals? 

MRS. ALVING. Yes, but what of the truth—? 

MANDERS. Yes, but what of his ideals—? 

MRS. ALVING. Oh— ideals, ideals! If I only weren’t the coward I am! (237) 
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It is beyond Mrs. Alving’s capacity to strike a balance between maintaining her ideal and 

carrying things out in a way that could be saved for later justifiable representation. While the 

self-ideal maintenance always assumes priority, it is left for Mrs. Alving to rationalize, repent 

and come to terms with what she has done. “Yes, I felt it was my duty and obligation— so 

year after year, I’ve gone on lying to my own child. Oh, what a coward— what a coward I’ve 

been!” (238) is what Mrs. Alving is left to say. 

The significance of Mrs. Alving’s influence, strictly speaking, that of her ideal on 

Osvald is to be discussed later in the following part. However, it is not hard for us to infer 

that sensitive as Osvald is, he must have noticed her mother’s long-term suffering because of 

her inability to accomplish the task of maintaining her ideal by herself. Mrs. Alving’s 

wavering attitude, her indecisiveness as well as her self-blaming nature all contribute to her 

insinuating gestures conveyed either in her verbal representation of the past or in her 

rationalization, repentence and self-accusation. 
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3.2 Renovation: Mrs. Alving’s Memorial Projects   

 

 

I could never have gotten through it if it hadn’t been for my work. And I have worked, 

I can tell you. All the additions to the property, all the improvements and technical 

innovations that Alving got fame and credit for— do you think those were his doings?  

—Mrs. Alving in Ghosts2 

 

Recollections are “productions of the individual”, because according to Adler, “they are 

selections, distortions, or inventions of the past events by the individual to fit his underlying 

mood, purpose, and interests” (Ansbacher and Ansbacher 350). Such approach to the past 

thus directs people’s motivations, resulting in their subsequent actions, as recollection may 

“move out of our conscious minds” and may appear as “an attitude, an emotional tone, or 

even a philosophical point of view” for “the attainment of the desired goal”3 (Adler 41). In 

the case of Mrs. Alving, besides her rearranging memory of the past through verbal 

representation, namely that of self-blamatory and rationalizing words, she also rebuilds 

experiences through physical efforts while pursuing her self-ideal. Mrs. Alving manifests a 

unique form of representation in “deeds”, and that is through “renovation” of the household 

in her two “memorial projects”: cleansing the household and taking charge of it to get rid of 

some old memories, and commemorating the dead through building anew to cover up and 

bury part of the past. The following discussion will thus be devoted to discussing the two 

projects Mrs. Alving engages herself in. The first concerns her cleansing the household and 

rearranging the dwellers who reside in it. Thus, the first project includes her efforts of 

sending Osvald away and of deciding to raise Regina up not as a gentleman’s daughter, but as 

becoming to her mother Johanne. Though the latter case will not be discussed in this chapter, 

its discussion will appear in Chapter Four. The second project is the building of the 

orphanage, which ostensibly serves as Mrs. Alving’s memorializing gesture for the late 

Captain Alving and is indeed for burying of the family’s secret. 

 

                                                        
2 Page 230. 

3 From Understanding Human Nature. 



 47 

3.2.1 Project One: Household Cleansing and Rearranging the 

Dwellers 

 

 

 

Mark Sandberg maintains that before the building project of the orphanage, Mrs. Alving had 

already engaged herself in the renovation activity “to create a public reputation” and a story 

that Alving had reformed and become a “benefactor” with Helene as his “competent co-

worker”, which makes Rosevold estate renovations and improvements “in essence the 

equivalent of this false story about Alving” (154-155). That makes the orphanage her “second 

big building project”, since it began only after the captain’s death (Sandberg 155). I intend to 

argue that within this first project as categorised by Sandberg, Mrs. Alving’s renovating job 

includes her sending Osvald’s away as well, as rearranging the family members who dwell in 

the household also constitutes to Mrs. Alving’s efforts in remoulding memories for attaining 

her fictional goal, the consistent self-ideal of a sacrificial figure of superiority.  

As Adler claims, memory is “subordinate to the business of purposive adaptation” and 

“dominated by the unifying theme or goal that directs the personality as a whole”4 (Adler 41). 

In Mrs. Alving’s two memorial projects, her purpose of maintaining the self-ideal of the 

responsible figure capable of enduring and sacrificing for her “decent” home stays unaltered. 

Just like her rationalization and self-blaming through words, her renovating endeavour in 

deeds also serves the purpose of her pursuing that fictional goal of securing her image as a 

sacrificial woman, significant to the family. There are three parts consisting of Mrs. Alving’s 

first memorial project, that of concealing the secret of Captain Alving, of assuming power 

over the house, and of sending Osvald away.  

Mrs. Alving’s first project begins not long after Osvald’s birth. Dwelling on the hope 

that the birth of their son would bring some change to her husband, it does not take Mrs. 

Alving a long time before she finds out that she herself needs to take on her project of 

renovation, as she says, “That was the constant battle I had, day after day. When Osvald was 

born, I thought things might go better with Alving— but it didn’t last long” (Ibsen 229). The 

very first step she intends to take is to wrap things up and conceal her husband’s indecent 

conducts from the public, as she undertakes this task besides her already hard-fought battle 

                                                        
4 From Understanding Human Nature. 
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with her husband before the birth of their child. “So then I had to redouble my efforts, fight 

with a vengeance so no one would know what kind of a man my child’s father was”, thus 

claims Mrs. Alving (229). In so doing, Mrs. Alving feels one step closer to her ideal of the 

responsible wife not only sacrificing for the sake of the family, but also carrying the burden 

of the “skeleton in the cupboard” to secure the dignity of her family.  

The next step she takes is to assume complete power over the house. When Mrs. 

Alving discovers the hideous deeds perpetrated by her husband that arose inside her own 

home, she feels at once humiliated and vengeful. This pivotal incidence involving her 

husband and her own maid not only negates her previous efforts of enduring the marriage and 

concealing the family secret, but also undermines her ideal as the responsible woman of the 

house who sacrifices for all and deserves a better outcome. Mrs. Alving is thus determined to 

hold on fast to her sway of masterdom over the houshold, as she says, “Then I swore to 

myself: that was the end! So I took charge of the house— complete charge— over him and 

everything else. Because now, you see, I had a weapon against him; he couldn’t let out a 

word of protest…” (Ibsen 230). Mrs. Alving hopes that the complete control over the house 

can secure her initiative and independence for making her renovating efforts serve 

immediately the purpose of her self-ideal. Therefore, she strives to prevent her scheme from 

being shaken by counter forces such as her husband’s protest and interference, and more 

importantly, by the memory of her inability to make the house one becoming to her ideal that 

her husband’s future misconducts will possibly trigger. 

The gesture of preventing counter forces certainly includes her sending Osvald away. 

Every question that Osvald asks her makes the recollection unbearable. Besides her hiding 

the truth from the public, her taking charge of the house, Mrs. Alving’s third step of this 

memorial project is to re-arrange the dwellers of the household to bury part of her memory 

and to protect it from haunting her. Aware of the fact that Osvald must be affected by his 

father’s habit of life if he stays at home, Mrs. Alving is also clear about what consequences it 

might bring to all her strivings for the self-ideal should Osvald not leave. To prevent things 

from getting worse, Mrs. Alving dispatches Osvald as the third step of her memorial project 

of household renovation. She does it for the sake of herself as well as for Osvald, but to 

represent it, she only needs to mention her son, “He was going on seven and starting to notice 

things and ask questions, the way children do… I thought the child would be poisoned just 

breathing this polluted air. That’s why I sent him away.” (230)  

As her initial aim for maintaining her ideal constitutes the main motivation for her 

sending her son away, Mrs. Alving becomes perturbed when Osvald agrees with Manders 
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that he has been sent away from home at too early an age, as she says, “Nonsense! There’s 

nothing better for a healthy boy, especially when he’s an only child. He shouldn’t be kept 

home and coddled by his mother and father.” (222) What is ironic is that Osvald is neither 

healthy nor the only child. Mrs. Alving might not be informed of her son’s illness, but she is 

conscious of the fact that her son is not the only child. She rationalizes again her motivation 

for sending her son away to achieve her individual goal, and by re-arranging the memory as 

such, Mrs. Alving is satisfied with the renovation efforts put into her first overall memorial 

project. However, it will be argued in Chapter Three that it is Mrs. Alving’s decision to send 

Osvald away from home for the sake of maintaining her own ideal that makes Osvald 

incapable of finding his place at home again when he could no longer fit into his mother’s 

ideal. That contributes to Osvald’s decision in the end to give up his life for the sake of 

fulfilling her mother’s fictional goal.  
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3.2.2 Project Two: Memorializing to Bury the Past 

 

 

 

Mrs. Alving’s first memorial project of concealment by re-arranging and taking charge of the 

household secures her initiative in managing domestic resources to influence people’s 

potential view of their family’s past, and thus contributes to her striving towards the ideal as 

the sacrificial and dutiful housewife of a decent family. Her second memorial project is that 

of building anew, though the intention is still that of covering up and diverting people’s 

attention from her family’s past in order to maintain her fictional goal. What makes her 

project different from the previous one is that it entails also Osvald’s effort in collaboration. 

Mrs. Alving’s compulsive building project as a gesture of rearranging the past proves crucial 

in influencing Osvald that leads to his sacrificing himself for the completion of her ideal. 

Mark Sandberg writes in the section of “Home and House” in his Ibsen’s Houses that 

Mrs. Alving’s project has not been undertaken to revere the captain’s name, but to establish 

“something as powerfully distracting as possible to hide the true legacy of her dead husband 

behind a respectable façade” so that Mrs. Alving could “rid herself of the captain’s influence 

once and for all” (89). Mrs. Alving says so herself when talking to Paster Manders that she 

builds the memorial with the apprehension that the truth might be revealed and people’s 

attention will be focussed on her family’s past secret again, “It always seemed inevitable to 

me that the truth would have to come out someday and be believed. So the orphanage was 

meant to spike all the rumours and the doubts” (Ibsen 230). Mrs. Alving thus counts on the 

orphanage’s decoy effects as a commemoration to “squelch all rumours” and making things 

go as if “the dead [man] had never lived in this house” (Ibsen qtd. in Sandberg 169). 

For Mrs. Alving, diverting people’s attention and letting them remember others things 

than the ones in question is another way of rearranging past events for representing 

memories. According to Sandberg, it is hard to think of anything “less likely to turn out well 

than a memorial”, given “how disastrous the suppression of the past truths usually is in 

Ibsen’s play” (171). As Sandberg points out about the Alving commemoration irony, the 

orphanage proves “a memorial structure that is designed to make people forget” (169). 

Ironically, the official name of the building is that of “Captain Alving Memorial Orphan’s 

Home”. It is intended to commemorate the dead Captain Alving and his supposedly 

“benevolent deeds”. Sandberg holds a strong proposition that by memorialising the 

“benefactor” version of Alving, the structure forces a forgetfulness of the other Captain 
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Alving, the drunken lecher (169). However, there are two projects on the Rosenvold estate, 

that of the orphanage later burnt down by the fire, and that of “the sailors’ home”, a 

euphemism for the brothel, as the former’s successor being developed by Jakob Engstrand. 

With the former being burnt down, the latter assumes dominant position. In a vain attempt to 

maintain her ideal as the dutiful housewife of the family by renovating efforts, the structure 

“does not leave much possibility for salvaging ideals in its wake” (90). Intending to build 

“one kind of asylum, a tribute to the public Captain Alving”, Helene has instead 

unintentionally established “another kind with the same money, this one a tribute to the 

captain’s private reality” (90). 

The memories to be buried under the facade of the memorial does not fit in with 

Helene’s ideal, and her intentional renovating efforts of storing and getting rid of the 

memories associated with the past was betrayed by her relinquishing the rights to Manders 

when it comes to the insurance of such memorial. When Ibsen uses the word gengangere for 

the title of the play, he draws on and transforms the tradition of many folkloric variants of 

ways to “confuse a corpse so that it cannot find its way back home”, implying that “conscious 

measures must be taken to ensure the rights of present inhabitants to their buildings” (136) 

However, it is not out of Ibsen’s design that the will of the dead decides. Sandberg points out 

that we can infer Ibsen’s main point that the income from the investment intended for 

operation of the orphanage will be redirected to Engstrand’s brothel so that the captain’s 

legacy “lives on architecturally despite the razing of the orphanage itself, as if it had a will of 

its own” (157). However, it is Mrs. Alving’s relinquishing her rights and her duty of insuring 

the orphanage to the hands of Manders that makes the memorial project subject to 

destruction.  

Mrs. Alving is the type of woman that, despite her unsuccessful attempt to flee from 

home, is conventional, clinging steadfast to old thoughts and habits. When talking about her 

books, she says to Manders, “Well I find it clarifies and reinforces so many ideas I’ve been 

thinking out all to myself… there’s actually nothing really new in these books, nothing 

beyond what most people think and believe” (Ibsen 213). Though aware of the freeing ideas 

those books impart, Mrs. Alving is still bound by and not daring to break away from her fixed 

old ideas. Among those fixed ideas is the Christian doctrine of faithfulness and devotion in 

marriage and family life, in which she unalterably believes is partly due to the inculcation of 

Pastor Manders.  

She bears in mind her purpose of fulfilling the self-ideal through the two major 

renovating endeavours, but she lacks the will-power for securing her initiative when 
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confronted with the much entrusted Paster Manders, as she is so easily convinced by Pastor 

Manders when they discuss whether to ensure the orphanage. At first, Mrs. Alving seems 

determined to have it ensured, for she says, “Everything I own is insured— buildings, 

furniture, crops, livestock” (216). However, Pastor Manders persuades her as follows: 

 

Manders. …Among the best circles in town there’s a good deal of interest in the 

orphanage… and hopefully it’s going to have a sizable [sic] effect in lowering our 

local public welfare taxes. But since I’ve been your adviser in this and made all the 

business arrangements, I’m afraid those bigots would concentrate all their fire on 

me—  

… 

Not to mention the charges that would doubtless be leveled against me in certain 

papers and magazines that —” (217) 

 

It does not take long before Mrs. Alving gives in, as she says, “Well, if that’s the case, 

then— … that settles it.” When Manders asks her “Then you won’t want the insurance?”, she 

simply crosses it off by replying, “No, we’ll let that be” (217). 

Notwithstanding her relinquishment, Mrs. Alving holds fast to her ideal in an 

alternative way by arranging her memory of the experience that suits it best. She not only 

rationalises her own failure in marriage through self-blame, but also through sparing the 

responsibility onto others, in this case onto Pastor Manders, as she accuses him, “All that 

you’ve been saying here about me and my husband and our life together— after, as you put 

it, you led me back to the path of duty— all this is something you don’t know the least thing 

about at firsthand” (227). Mrs. Alving’s usual wavering stance is again manifest, and through 

such position, Mrs. Alving unintentionally suggests those near and dear to her foster her ideal 

of self by attributing to them shares of burden that she herself is incapable of handling on her 

own.  

Joan Templeton’s view on Mrs. Alving’s “willingness to shoulder part of the blame” 

is that it is “the response of her unemancipated self, yet another proof of her failure to free 

herself from notions she claims in the privacy of her parlor to condemn, another faltering in 

her pseudo-rebellion against the Pastor Manders Way of Life” (158). What Mrs. Alving 

“truly cares about is not the orphanage itself”, as Sandberg maintains, but “the corollary 

rededication of the main Rosenvold house” as the “newly purified home for herself and 

Osvald” (170). The accusation against Manders anticipates Mrs. Alving’s equal expectation 
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from Osvald, her possession and the partial “beneficiary” of her two memorial projects as she 

conceives, in assisting her to achieve her fictional goal. Templeton comments on the plot of 

Ghosts as follows: 

 

The events of the thin, surface plot— the preparations for the dedication of the 

anctimonious orphanage— are reduced to so much blather by the counterpoint 

nastiness slowly forcing its way up through the tight bourgeois rigor of Mrs. Alving’s 

parlor, making a mockery of her endless efficienty, hinting at its presence in the night 

firelight of the act-two curtain as the orphanage burns to the ground, finally declaring 

itself vividly in the glare of day when the diseased son meets his inherited fate and the 

act-three curtain comes down on the mother’s screams. (150) 

 

Templeton is right to assert that Mrs. Alving’s “desperate attempt to bolster the image 

of a dead reprobate father to a terrified son” goes against her “deepest convictions about 

marriage and herself”, as her earlier attempt to be away from home for freedom reveals, for 

Mrs. Alving’s explanation of the father’s appetite for life and her ill-placed humility in 

declaring herself unequal to it are beside the point”, and that she was wrong in thinking “that 

Alving’s reputation could matter to his son, or, in the supreme irony of her brave little 

assumption of responsibility, that it could matter at all” (158). This echoes her earlier 

observation that “all his complaints of headaches, fatigue, and even attacks and near collapses 

only strengthen her power of denial. This consistent refusal to listen to her desperate son 

shows the force of her determination to succeed in her thirty-year-old campaign to think one 

life and live another” (156-7). The insistence of Mrs. Alving in clinging to her ideal after she 

returns home leads to both her self-restrictive practices and a restriction imposed on her son 

as a consequence. In the following chapter, I would argue about the consequence of such 

insistence as well as Osvald’s individual plan in making sacrifices for her mother’s ideal 

intertwined with that of his own. 
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4. Chapter Three  Osvald: Inheritance, Influence and the Ideal 

 

The warping of individuality by hereditary weakness, caused by selfish indulgence, is 

the tragic central idea of the dreadful play of Ghosts. 

 

— Edmund Gosse 

 

 

In this chapter, the case of Osvald will be highlighted. As is mentioned in the 

introduction part of the thesis, Osvald is bound by his family background to think and act as 

he is described in the text. Influenced by his mother’s ideal, Osvald develops his own style of 

life through both his childhood experiences and his life in Paris. However, his personal ideal 

changes from that of his father as a good and useful figure to one that is intertwined with his 

mother’s after he knows of his doomed death.  

At first ignorant of the secret of the family, Osvald collects the image of his ideal 

father from the letters his mother has been writing to him. It is during Osvald’s second home-

coming that he finds himself incapable of transition/progression from the past, as he fails to 

make compatible his experiences, his present situation and his ideal. After he learns from the 

doctor that the next attack would be fatal, Osvald longs to die worthy of an ideal. Thence, 

influenced by his mother, Osvald cherishes his newly-developed ideal of erecting the 

reputation of the household at his own expense. Osvald plans to sacrifice his life for the sake 

of the household and for his mother’s ideal since he had been aware of the family’s secret 

before his mother’s revelation. He knows that if he lets himself die naturally of syphilis, 

either all his mother’s efforts to cover up the truth would become futile, or he himself would 

fall victim again to his mother’s next memorial project, which is to bury the truth about the 

reason of Osvald’s deterioration and his upcoming death. Therefore, after the orphanage is 

burnt down by the fire, Osvald considers it his best choice to end his life before the inevitable 

attack of syphilis comes which could render her mother’s entire renovating efforts to ruins.  
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4.1 The “Helpless Passive Victim”: Osvald as the Innocent 

Inheritor 

 

 

 

Robin Young maintains that Osvald as Captain Alving’s son “has grown up in innocence of 

his inherited past” because he has been sent away from home by his mother “as soon as he 

became old enough to understand what was happening in the household” (89). Oliver 

Gerland also states that Osvald’s syphilis is a “symptom of the real sickness” that is “strict 

involuntary embodiment of the past” (109); and Robin Young makes no exaggeration when 

he calls Osvald a “helpless passive victim” (89).  

Manipulated by his own mother during his childhood, Osvald is forced to leave his 

home at an early age and is banned from inheriting any money from his own father. As is 

argued in the previous part, Mrs. Alving’s interference with the environment in which her son 

grows up proves a part of her memorial projects in re-arranging the household and restoring 

the family’s past reputation in service to her personal ideal. When it comes to the money 

“bequeathed” from the late Captain Alving, Mrs. Alving assumes the role of the real 

“inheritor”. Sandberg claims that like Brand’s church, the Alving orphanage has been 

financed by “inheritance money precisely to use it up, to prevent all continuity from one 

generation to the next” (169). However, as the inheritance money is supposed to be 

transferred from one generation to the next, Mrs. Alving as the one belonging to the same 

generation as Captain Alving, should not impede its bestowment upon Osvald. It is precisely 

Mrs. Alving’s meddling in between that renders Osvald incapable of handling this sum of 

money as the supposed “beneficiary”. 

It is as if Mrs. Alving sees the remainder of the captain’s original fortune as her 

“purchase money” and is building the orphanage to “make sure that Osvald inherits 

absolutely none of it” (Sandberg 155). However, it is not Osvald’s inheriting his father’s 

money that worries Mrs. Alving most, but his inheriting anything from his father, the 

outcome of which she is unable to predict, that constitutes Mrs. Alving’s immediate concern. 

In addition to blocking her son’s inheritance from Captain Alving, Mrs. Alving makes sure 

all that her son inherits should be from her. She exchanges her thoughts with Pastor Manders 

as follows: 
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Manders. Then it’s with Alving’s money that—? 

Mrs. Alving. Yes. The sums I’ve contributed year after year to the orphanage add up 

to just the amount — I’ve figured it out exactly— just the amount that made 

Lieutenant Alving such a good catch at the time. 

… 

… I don’t want that money passing into Osvald’s hands. Everything my son inherits 

will come from me, and no one else. (231) 

 

If Osvald, without any inherited means from his family, is to do without the influence 

of his family’s past, he should be capable of shaping his own ideal and style of life 

independent from his mother’s. However, due to Mrs. Alving’s interference, Osvald is at the 

mercy of his new environment with little knowledge about his own roots. Nor is Osvald 

aware that his leaving home is part of his own mother’s manipulation, and thus his growing 

up as such is an indispensable part of Mrs. Alving’s ideal-scheme. Johansen points out in his 

“How Osvald got Syphilis” also argues that Mrs. Alving doesn’t live up to her ideal as she 

betrays herself “firstly by consenting to marry the chamberlain on grounds of social propriety 

and economic provision” and “secondly by returning to him and bearing his child despite her 

knowledge of his debauched way of life” (110).  

Mrs. Alving’s ideal makes its way into Osvald’s own lifestyle as to mystify his 

judgment of his past and present situations. If Osvald did inherited anything from only his 

mother, then he must have inherited from Mrs. Alving the wavering attitude and her 

rationalisation through self-blame when confronted with her inability to live up to her ideal. 

When Osvald learns about his illness as because the “sins of the fathers are visited upon the 

children”, he protests to deny it by showing and translating to the doctor the letters from his 

mother, which makes the doctor reach the conclusion that it is “this beautiful, soul-stirring 

life” with his “young artists friends” that Osvald “should never have entered” (Ibsen 250). 

Then he reaches his evaluation of his own life “ruined beyond repair”, that “it was too much” 

for his strength and that everything is his “own fault”, all because of his “own carelessness” 

(250-51). Up until this moment, Mrs. Alving still says nothing as she “wrings her hands and 

walks silently back and forth, locked in inner struggle” (251). The hesitation and inaction of 

Mrs. Alving again betrays her own ideal over that of Osvald’s, and still cherishes the hope 

that with the help of Osvald, hers could remain unshaken and secure. Such acquiescence 

makes Osvald determine that it is his “shameful, mindless, trivial way” of living to blame, so 

he mumbles, “If it had only been something inherited— something that wasn’t my fault” after 
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he utters his exclamation, “Oh, if I only could live my life over— and wipe out what I’ve 

done!” and before he calls out in despair, “[I] have thrown away health, happiness, a world of 

possibility— my future, my life—!” (251). Her wavering attitude again shows itself when 

Osvald in the end convinces her to feed him the morphines, as she denies her former remark 

that her son should not be coddled by his parents.   

  

Mrs. Alving (bending over him). What a fearful nightmare this has been for you, 

Osvald— but it was all a dream. Too much excitement— it hasn’t been good for you. 

But now you can have your rest, at home with your mother near, my own, my dearest 

boy. Anything you want you can have, just like when you were a little child. There 

now, the pain is over… Now you really can see your home. (275) 

 

However, given the illness of syphilis from the past generation and the wavering and 

self-blaming attitudes inherited from his mother, Osvald still chooses to have his mother 

assist him in dying. It is mainly his misevaluation of the past and his ideal intertwined with 

that of his mother’s, namely to be a sacrificial figure for the attainment of a fictional goal, 

and the inherited means to achieve it that leads to him ending his own life in this 

manner/way. 
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4.2 Coming to Terms with the Past: Osvald’s Early 

Recollections  

 

 

Like his mother’s ways of coping with her memories of the past by verbal representation 

through rationalization and self-blaming as well as by renovating the household and building 

memorial projects, Osvald also tries to come to terms with past through recollection and 

embodiment. Inheritance, according to Sandberg, can be either “a prized legacy” or “a 

particularly coercive form of memory, as if forced by older generations onto the young”, 

which, in Ibsen’s plays, is most often the latter case, “a burden on the free individual that 

must be outwitted by a variety of ironic, marginal strategies” (168). Inheriting from his 

mother’s strategy of re-arranging memory of the past by rationalising through self-blame, 

Osvald also adopts such a way during his childhood recollections. 

The discovery of the significance of early recollections is one of the most important 

findings of Individual Psychology (Ansbacher and Ansbacher 350-51). An additional note to 

the Adlerian theory of memory stated earlier, individuals’ memories are “the reminders” they 

carry with them of their “own limits and of the meaning of circumstances”, and their 

memories represent their “Story of My Life”, a story they repeat to themselves to “warn” or 

“comfort” them, to keep them concentrated on their goal, and to prepare them “by means of 

past experiences” to “meet the future with an already tested style of action” (351). Being an 

expatriate artist sent away from home at an early age is a key aspect of Osvald’s identity. 

Expressing his happiness and gratitude to be home again, Osvald assures Pastor Manders to 

be “staying on indefinitely”, and the two exchange the following conversation, 

 

MANDERS. (looks sympathetically at him). You were out in the world quite early, 

Osvald, weren’t you? 

OSVALD. Yes. I wonder sometimes if it wasn’t too early. 

MRS. ALVING. Nonsense! … 

MANDERS. … A child’s rightful place is and always will be his parental home. 

OSVALD. I have to agree with Mr. Manders there. (Ibsen 222) 

 

Osvald’s reaction suggests that he prefers to be raised at home and regrets having to be sent 

away so early. Therefore, he feels as if his childhood experience is incomplete. He feels the 
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that coming home is all the more meaningful to him in that it helps him connect his childhood 

memories with his present life-style as a reconciliation with past experiences.  

Further more, Osvald identifies himself also with the image of a “homecoming son”. 

When asked by Mrs. Alving what he thinks of her son during their first meeting after Osvald 

is back, the Pastor seems at once surprised by and happy about how he has grown, as the 

Pastor initially does not approve of Osvald’s ambition to become a painter. The two exchange 

the following conversation, 

 

MANDERS. Well, I must say— no, but— is it really—? 

OSVALD. Yes, really— the prodigal son, Pastor. 

MANDERS. But my dear boy— 

OSVALD. Well, the homecoming son, anyway. 

… 

MANDERS. From our human viewpoint, you know, many a step looks doubtful that 

later turns out— (shaking his hand.) Ah, welcome, welcome back!… (219) 

 

With this self-identification, Osvald begins his gradual recollections and realisation of his 

true position in the household. 

Templeton states in her Ibsen’s Women that the “fatally diseased ghost-son is the 

fleshly sign of his mother’s tragic submission” and that “Oswald is also his dead father’s 

replica” (156). It is after Osvald learns of the truth about his father that he modifies his 

recollection of him and highlights the point that the only memory his father left him is to 

have made him vomit. Before that, Osvald cherishes the image of an ideal father through the 

letters his mother has been sending him, as what Pastor Manders advises her not to demolish 

her son’s ideal in their following conversation, 

 

MANDERS. Don’t demolish ideals, Mrs. Alving— that can have cruel repercussions. 

And especially now, with Osvald. He hasn’t too many ideals, sad to say— but as far 

as I can make out, his father is some sort of ideal to him. 

MRS. ALVING. Yes, you’re right about that. 

MANDERS. And the impressions he has you’ve instilled and nourished yourself, 

through your letters. (Ibsen 237) 
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It is worthy of our notice that Osvald makes his first appearance in the play smoking a 

large meerschaum pipe. As the long-time friend of the Alving family, Pastor Manders is 

immediately reminded of the smoking habit of Captain Alving. He comments on the son’s 

resemblance to his father, “When Osvald came through the door there with that pipe in his 

mouth, it was as if I saw his father in the flesh.” (220) That makes Mrs. Alving at once 

nervous, as she rebuts by saying, “No, it’s nothing like him, not at all. To me, Osvald has 

more of a minister’s look about the mouth” (221).  

To resemble his father means to bear similarity with his father’s living habits as well 

as his lascivious tendency. That is strictly against Mrs. Alving’s conception of the results of 

her long-term sacrifice and devotion to the house through her painstaking rationalising and 

renovating efforts. The tense atmosphere concerning his resemblance to his father brings 

Osvald’s recollection of his childhood experience with Captain Alving before he is sent 

away, vivid and clear, 

 

OSVALD. …I was very small then. And I remember going up to Father’s room one 

evening when he was in such a marvelous humor. 

MRS. ALVING. Oh, you don’t remember anything from those years. 

OSVALD. Oh yes, I distinctly remember him taking me on his knee and letting me 

smoke his pipe. “Smoke, boy,” he said, “smoke if for real!” And I smoked for all I 

was worth, till I felt myself go pale, and the great drops of sweat stood out on my 

forehead. Then he shook all over with laughter— (221) 

 

To Osvald, though he has long wanted to come back home, the immediate cause of his 

homecoming is partly due to the ceremonies in his father’s honour, as he says, “It’s the least I 

could do for Father” (222). As an adult, Osvald still cherishes the image of his father as a 

good and useful man who “got so much accomplished” and who unfortunately “died so 

early” (221).  

The strong sense of inheritance impedes Osvald’s personality growth as he still needs 

to attach to his father’s image as a strong and reliable one. The misconception about his 

father blinds Osvald for he could not tell, even in hindsight, that his father’s real intention 

behind instructing his own son to smoke. In bridging his childhood memory with his present 

judgment, Osvald asks his mother, “Did Father often play such tricks?” And Mrs. Alving still 

adopts her usual way of rationalisation by replying, “When he was young he was always full 

of life—”, and “Yes, Osvald Alving— it’s a strong and worthy name you’ve inherited…” 



 61 

(221). Mrs. Alving wants neither to free her son from his blind attachment to his father’s 

image and his decent heritage, nor to have her own ideal threatened once again. She thus 

continues to hide the truth from Osvald in protecting her own ideal and preventing her son’s 

confrontation with reality, which makes Osvald’s intention to rationally come to terms with 

the past a futile attempt. 
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4.3 Failure in Self-Development: Osvald’s Resort to “Self-

Burning” 

 

 

For Osvald, his childhood recollections cannot provide him with sufficient aid in bridging his 

memory with his present situation, as he adopts his own preference of evaluation, dispelling 

possibilities of correcting his misconceptions of the family’s past. Vaguely sensing his own 

thwarted-ness when he comes back home, still unable to bridge his childhood memories with 

his present condition, Osvald changes his approach of resorting to worshiping the “decent 

heritage” left of him by his “good and useful” father and his “responsible” mother to adopt a 

new strategy of coping with his passive status and his inability to come to terms with the past. 

Still hoping to develop his thwarted personality resulting from his partially robbed childhood, 

Osvald makes yet another attempt, planning to take Regina to Paris with him. Smoking his 

cigar, he makes his appearance again ready to talk seriously with his mother about his plan 

with Regina. Though Mrs. Alving informs Osvald of Regina’s “serious flaws”, he still insists 

by saying “Even so, I’m fond of her; and I’m responsible for her… Mother, Regina’s my 

only hope!” (253-54)  

By taking responsibility of Regina, Osvald wants to mature into an adult capable of 

taking charge of his own life, growing from a “passive inheritor” to an active self-executor. 

Unlike Mrs. Alving and Osvald, Regina knows what she wants and holds fast to it, 

unwavering when others try to persuade her. Here is an example bearing testimony to 

Regina’s relentless attitude. When Pastor Manders talks about Engstrand in the face of 

Regina, he refers to him as follows, “Your father is not very strong in character, Miss 

Engstrand. He’s woefully in need of a guiding hand… to have someone around him that he 

can love, and whose judgment carries some weight” (211). Sensing the hidden intention of 

Pastor Manders to let her join Engstrand in his business establishing the house for wayfaring 

seamen, “Captain Alving’s Home”, Regina shows her adamancy in sticking to her will in a 

flexible way. The two then exchange the following conversation,  

 

Regina. … But I don’t know if Mrs. Alving could spare me— especially now, when 

we’ve got the new orphanage to manage… 

Manders. But, my dear girl, a daughter’s duty—  

… 
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Manders. …this is your own father we’re speaking of! 

Regina. Yes, maybe so, but all the same— you see, if it were a good house, with a 

real gentleman—  

… 

Regina. …One I could care for and look up to, almost like a daughter (211) 

 

When she is told that her biological father is Alving, she immediately thinks of leaving, as 

she asks Mrs. Alving, “…if you don’t mind, may I leave right away, at once?” She gives her 

reason for this choice as she says, “…If I’d known that Osvald was sick, why— And now 

that there isn’t a chance of anything serious between us— No, I really can’t stay out in the 

country and run myself ragged for invalids.” (268) There is no wonder why in the end, when 

Osvald is asked by his mother whether he should consider Regina as one reason he should 

stay alive and combat his illness, Osvald replies, “Yes, she would have. Regina was so 

wonderfully lighthearted. She soon would have gotten tired of tending an invalid like me.” 

(274) However, Regina is justified as she is raised up as a servant’s girl, and her lower social 

status makes her even more persistent in adhering to her goal. “A poor girl’s only got her 

youth; she’d better use it— or else she’ll find herself barefoot at Christmas before she knows 

it”, she therefore believes. When Regina is determined to get her “champagne in society” by 

working for the “Captain Alving’s Home”, Osvald is disheartened by the truth of his father 

and the family as well as by Regina’s choice of leaving. His original intention of taking 

Regina to Paris as an attempt of moving forward finally proves a failure. Osvald’s 

disillusionment in turn reinforces his subsequent self-destructive plan, sacrificing his life for 

the sake of an ideal not of his own.  

The ideal is that of his mother’s. Besides Osvald’s true appreciation of Regina, one 

possible reason for him to tell his mother about his plan of leaving together with Regina is 

because Osvald wishes to know if his mother cherishes him more than her ideal of being a 

dutiful housewife of a decent family. Though the equivocal lines composed by Ibsen makes it 

hard to tell whether Osvald is observant and sensitive enough to have discovered the secret of 

the household after he comes back for the second time, there is still textual evidence 

corroborating the conjecture that Osvald could have known the secret already. He could have 

known that he and Regina are half-brother-and-sister, and that he is keen on knowing whether 

his mother would support him and regard him as a free individual or use him as a part of her 

ideal as usual for sake of the family’s reputation— if it is the former, then he would sacrifice 

himself for his mother’s ideal as he planned, and if not, he would choose to be a selfish son to 
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leave the household and his mother, if not to run away with his half-sister as it requires 

Regina’s consent as well to manage the elopement. 

It is important that in Act Two, the confrontation scene between mother and son 

begins while Mrs. Alving and Osvald are talking about whether it is a joy for the mother to 

have her son back home. The conversation starts right before Osvald is on the brink of 

revealing to his mother his diagnosis and the subsequent plan for leaving home together with 

Regina. When Mrs. Alving learns that her son is not able to work at home properly, she 

mentions the rationale behind the sacrifice she wishes to make without Osvald at home as 

relating to part of her previous renovating attempts to send Osvald away. The dialogue is as 

follows: 

 

MRS. ALVING. Because I’d ten times rather give up the joy of having you home 

with me, if it meant that you— 

OSVALD (stops by the table). Now tell me, Mother— is it really such a great joy for 

you to have me home? 

MRS. ALVING. What a question to ask! 

OSVALD (crumbling a newspaper). I should have thought it hardly mattered to you 

whether I was here or not. 

… 

… you lived without me very well before. (248) 

 

This “pre-talk” is important for the following confrontation for setting the keynote of 

a son’s feeling of the lack of motherly attention and love due to his childhood experience 

away from home. While he is talking about the experience of being diagnosed with syphilis, 

he first quotes the doctor saying, “The sins of the fathers are visited upon the children.” (250) 

to see if his mother would tell him more about it, and then reveals that he let the doctor see 

the letters Mrs. Alving sent him, and at last begins his self-complaint that it must have been 

his fault resulted from his “shameful, mindless, trivial” way of behaving (251). If this is what 

Osvald is genuinely thinking about, it bewilderingly contradicts his previous revelation to his 

mother that he has not been leading a “wild” life, as he is asked how this awful thing 

happened to him by Mrs. Alving and he answers, “That’s just what I don’t understand. I can’t 

figure it out. I’ve never lived a wild life— not in any respect. You have to believe me, 

Mother— that’s something I’ve never done!” (249).  
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We can see that Osvald is aware that one can be infected with syphilis without 

inheriting it. However, besides the hint he gets about the cause of his illness, he is too aware 

of his mother’s sacrifice to make it even more burdensome to her. That is why the two 

exchange the following conversation immediately afterward, 

 

OSVALD. … Mother! How often I could almost hope and wish you wound’t care for 

me so much. 

MRS. ALVING. Oh, Osvald, my only boy! You’re all I have in this world, and all I 

care to have. 

OSVALD (grasps both her hands and kisses them). Yes, yes, now I see. When I’m 

home I see it so well. And it’s part of what weighs on me— (251) 

 

The part that weighs on him is the both the belief that he means so much to his 

mother, and the doubt that his mother cherishes him more than her ideal of a dutiful figure in 

the decent household. Therfore he tells his mother about his worries, as he says, “If it were 

only the illness, I’d stay with you, Mother— I would… But it’s all the torment, agony, 

remorse— and the great deathly fear. Oh— this hideous fear!” (254). Besides the fear of 

degeneration, what Osvald also fears and perhaps fears more is to see his mother’s attempts 

to rebuild the name of the household, her clinging to being dutiful and sacrificial will only 

turn out to be futile. He could have vaguely sensed that his mother would either have to let 

the truth out to clarify the reason for his unpreventable death, as the doctor had already 

informed him that the next attack would be fatal before he comes back home this time, “the 

doctor told me that, when it struck again— and it would strike— there’d be no more hope” 

(273), or she would have to bury the truth of his upcoming death as she has buried other 

secrets of the household, with Osvald reduced to a piece of building block for his mother’s 

next memorial project. If she is to reveal the truth then not only would Captain Alving’s 

reputation be tarnished, but Mrs. Alving’s renovating efforts would be judged as hideous 

attempts of fooling the public. He confesses it in this way to his mother, “I have to live 

differently, Mother. So I will have to leave you. I don’t want you to see all this” (254). If 

Osvald himself was sensible enough to have known the possible cause of his illness, he 

should have also known about the cause of his expatriation as well as the consequences 

awaiting him if he is to die naturally as the victim of syphilis, and about the possibility of him 

either reduced to the material for his mother’s future building project, or becoming the one 

that makes his mother’s ideal reduced to ashes. 
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At this point, Osvald must also have vaguely sensed his relationship with Regina and 

part of the family’s secrets his mother has been hiding from him. Though Regina is not yet 

born before Osvald is sent away from home, she has grown mature enough when Osvald 

comes back for the first time to be able to recognize the resemblance between Regina and his 

father. At the beginning of Act Two, after Pastor Manders and Mrs. Alving’s “witnessing” 

the situation of Osvald and Regina’s possible affair, the two start to discuss about whether 

they would hear them. Though Mrs. Alving insists that the two couldn’t have heard them 

with the door closed, from what they could hear from the dining room, such as the bottle 

uncorked, it is likely that the two at the dining room could have heard Mrs. Alving and Pastor 

Manders as well. If Osvald is to test his mother’s love for him as compared with her ideal, 

this is accounted for, as Osvald could possibly have presented this “returning of the ghosts” 

just to let Mrs. Alving know of it, so that he could decide based on his mother’s reaction to it 

whether he himself is more important for his mother than her ideal of protecting the name of 

the household. 

Before he confronts his mother, Osvald gives her another chance to reveal the secret, 

as he suggests, “(not looking at her). Say, tell me— I thought you and Mr. Manders looked so 

strange— hm, so quiet during lunch.” (253) And Mrs. Alving apparently seems surprised, as 

she asks, “You noticed that?” (253) “OSVALD. Yes. Hm— (a short silence.) Tell me, what 

do you think of Regina?” (253) After hearing that his mother is not at all speaking in favor of 

her after she knows, as Osvald thinks, their potential affair, as she says “Regina has a good 

many serious flaws—” (253), Osvald understands that his mother is not relinquishing her 

ideal and her efforts to attain it even after realizing her son’s hopeless situation after knowing 

his illness. He is making up his mind to leave the household where he does not fit into his 

mother’s ideal, as he confesses to his mother, “I’m afraid that everything that’s most alive in 

me will degenerate into ugliness here.” (257) He is not afraid of letting his mother down as 

he feels himself less important to his mother than the ideal she always prefers, so he tells his 

mother straight, “You wouldn’t know this, Mother, but I have a wrong to make right with 

Regina… it struck me that in her was my salvation, because I saw how the joy of life was in 

her” (255-56). Moreover, he even accuses the false understanding of the joy of life, and the 

joy of work “here”, as he says, “I mean, here everyone’s brought up to believe that work is a 

curse and a punishment, and that life is a miserable thing that we’re best off to be out of as 

soon as possible” (257).  As Osvald begins to incorporate the outlook of having Regina go 

away with him, as he finds her sense of the joy of life more pertinent to his understanding of 

it, he says the following, 
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OSVALD. But they won’t hear of such things down there. Nobody abroad believes in 

that sort of outlook anymore. Down there, simply to be alive in the world is held for a 

kind of miraculous bliss. Mother, have you noticed how everything I’ve painted is 

involved with this joy of life?  Always and invariably, the joy of life. With light and 

sun and holiday scenes— and faces radiant with human content. That’s why I’m 

afraid to stay on at home with you. (257) 

 

What Osvald wishes to see is not his mother telling him the truth so that the two 

cannot be together, but that despite the fact that the two are half-brother-and-sister, she could 

still support her son’s search for personal freedom and happiness, Osvald does not want his 

mother to tell the truth. Instead he wants her support for his personal freedom and happiness, 

despite the fact that Regina is his half-sister. As what Mrs. Alving previously confesses to 

Manders, in a self-reproaching way, “If I weren’t such a wretched coward, then I’d say to 

him: ‘Marry her, or live any way you like – but just be honest together.’” (237). However, 

judging from Mrs. Alving’s attitude immediately before she is about to reveal the truth, it is 

not hard for Osvald to tell that what follows is not his mother’s warm blessing, but her 

revelation of the harsh reality, as she says to Regina who ventures to leave, “No, stay here. 

Now I can speak. Now, my son, you have to know everything – and then you can choose. 

Osvald! Regina!” (258) Therefore, it testifies to Osvald’s already knowing the truth of his 

relationship with Regina is when Mrs. Alving is on the verge of revealing the true 

relationship between Osvald and Regina, as Osvald is last one who wants to hear what his 

mother is about to say and thus becomes the first one to spot the arrival of Pastor Manders, 

“Quiet! The Pastor—” is how Osvald interrupts his mother (258). 

Another evidence that attests to Osvald’s knowledge and his pretending he does not 

know is that Osvald reveals metaphorically that he is never ignorant of the real situation. 

After the orphanage is burnt down, Osvald is brooding on his plan of “self-burning” when he 

stays in the cellar for an extremely long time, as if wishing to experience the same with the 

burning Orphanage. As Mrs. Alving asks Regina, “Why Osvald doesn’t come up—? There’s 

nothing to save.” (260) After he comes up, Mrs. Manders asks him whether he needs to sleep, 

and he answers, “No, no— not sleep! I never sleep; I only pretend to. (Dully) That comes 

soon enough.” (265) As Mrs. Alving does not know what Osvald is talking about, she 

guesses that he must have been ill, but what Osvald could have meant by saying “that comes 

soon enough” is the truth that he has long wanted to confirm.  
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It is after Osvald knows that his mother wishes her son capable of loving her and his 

father despite what they have done, and more importantly, regards and respects him as an 

individual with free will that he determines to sacrifice himself for his mother’s ideal and for 

the name of the family rather than to leave home for good. It can be seen from the following 

conversation between the two after Mrs. Alving learns that Osvald does not love or respect 

his father after he knows of the truth, 

 

MRS. ALVING (in an outcry). Osvald— you don’t love me either! 

OSVALD. I know you, at least— 

 … 

 And I know how much you care for me, and I have to be grateful to you for that… 

MRS. ALVING. … I could almost bless this illness that forced you home to me, 

because it’s made me see you’re really not mine; you still have to be won. (270) 

 

Yes, no son is the possession of his mother. Osvald is overjoyed by his mother’s 

realizing that he is no tool for realizing her ideal for maintaining the decency of the 

household only, as he apologizes for his self-centeredness, “Yes, yes, yes, that’s all just a 

manner of speaking. You have to remember I’m a sick man, Mother. I can’t be concerned 

very much with others; I have enough just thinking about myself.” (270), and after Mrs. 

Manders assures him again that she would be “patient and forebearing”, Osvald reminds her 

that she also needs to be “cheerful” (270). All seems well except for Osvald’s remaining 

concern about how his mother would face the public if she is not to bury the truth this time 

after he dies naturally of syphilis. What is left now is his fear of the outcome that despite his 

mother’s not insisting upon her ideal for her son, her efforts all these years protecting the 

decency of the household would have fallen to pieces should people know of his illness and 

its cause. He is thus determined to have his plan carried out anyway, as he has been brooding 

on it for so long.   

We can also see that Osvald has long wanted to do something for his mother in order 

to save the household reputation she painstakingly protects, and if he had not already guessed 

of the true cause of his illness, he would not have thought of the plan of suicide as the 

optional solution. 

As her previous memorial project, the orphanage has been burnt down, part of Mrs. 

Alving’s renovating plan is destroyed with the buildings’ destruction. When talking about the 

successor of the orphanage to be established upon the Rosenvold Estate, Mrs. Alving engages 
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in the conversation with Osvald as follows: 

 

OSVALD (going toward the table). What is this house he was speaking of? 

Mrs. ALVING. It’s some sort of home that he and the pastor want to establish. 

OSVALD. It’ll burn up like all this here. 

MRS. ALVING. Why do you say that? 

OSVALD. Everything will burn. There’ll be nothing left in memory of Father. And 

here I’m burning up, too. (264-5) 

 

After Mrs. Alving’s confession to Osvald that Manders and Engstrand are starting yet another 

building project, Osvald’s remark that it will end up just like the previous orphanage is 

suggestive of his own tendency of self-destruction. To Osvald, the childhood memory of his 

father being a good and useful person can no longer persist. His attachment to the strong 

image of his father that leads to his thwarted personality, a passive victim of his imagined 

“decent heredity”, proves nothing but a mistake. For now, he has only the ideal of his mother 

that he can adhere to. The thought of the impossibility of maturing and gaining independence, 

and the disillusionment of embracing a brand-new future by going to Paris with Regina make 

Osvald in fear. He is afraid of the fact that he must return to a state of forced childlike-

innocence, at the mercy of fate and heredity. Just as he says, though his mother could stop 

him from self-reproaching, he still has this inescapable fear within him: 

 

OSVALD. But the thought of it is excruciating. To revert back to a helpless child 

again. To have to be fed, to have to be— oh, it’s unspeakable. 

MRS. Alving. My child has his mother to nurse him. 

OSVALD (leaps up). No, never! That’s just what I won’t have! I can’t abide the 

thought of lying here like that for years— turning old and gray… (272) 

 

He refuses to be nursed again, just as he refuses to give up changing and achieving his 

own goal of being able to exact self-execution. Still bearing the trace of the wavering attitude 

resembling that of his mother, Osvald decides to get rid of the image of his father as a strong 

and reliable figure after his knowledge of the truth, as he says, “I never knew a father. My 

only memory of him is that he once got me to vomit.” (219-20)  

By saying that there will be nothing left in memory of Father, and that he himself will 

burn, Osvald is anticipating his subsequent action of “self-burning”, a gesture embodying his 
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will of sacrifice for the sake of his mother’s ideal, his goal of taking charge of his own fate 

and not only to live up for the name of the Alvings.  

Osvald decides that his mother should assist him in ending his own life, taking the 

morphine pills he brings with him: 

 

OSWALD. So now, Mother, you’ve got to give me that help. 

MRS. ALVING. (in a loud cry). I! 

OSVALD. What more obvious choice than you? 

MRS. ALVING. I! Your mother! 

OSVALD. Exactly the reason. 

MRS. ALVING. I, who gave you life! 

OSVALD. I never asked you for life, And what is this life you gave me? I don’t want 

it! You can take it back! (274) 

 

Osvald obviously does not mean that Mrs. Alving should take his life back, but that to 

live a happy and independent life, he should be able to live not as a tool for the about-to-fail 

tasks of the previous generation if he were not to serve this end. If he must live for this 

purpose, then he would rather have his life ended, preferably in the hands of those that need 

his service or even his presence for fulfilling their own ideals. Osvald attributes to his 

ignorance from childhood, his forced passivity as a victim of the past, and his inability of 

properly coming to terms properly with the memory of his father all to the fact that he is born 

an Alving, raised by Mrs. Alving and living in memory to the Alving family. He considers 

himself a memorial project, designed and developed for the sake of the household. Imitating 

the downfall of the orphanage, Osvald chooses to end as the other memorial project, 

sacrificing due to his mother’s ideal, and for his own ideal intertwined with that of his 

mother’s, in service to the family of the Alvings. 

Just as what Templeton has stated in her Ibsen’s Women on Ghosts, the tension of the 

drama lies “between what Oswald is— his father’s and mother’s true heir” and “what his 

mother would make him into— a successful version and justification of her own failed life” 

(156). Viewing from this light, it is no wonder that Templeton comments as follows: 

 

The most horrible irony of this merciless drama… is that the mother can fulfill her 

obsession to obliterate her hated marriage only by destroying her cherished child. The 

son is the scapegoat for the ideal of “the family” she stayed to preserve; offending and 
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innocent, he would receive his own death like a gift from the woman who gave him 

life: “Who else but you?” are his terrible, clear words. (159) 

 

In the next chapter, the role of Regina would be discussed, as it is important to take 

into consideration another force prompting Osvald to make his decision to have his life ended 

with the help of his mother, with no hesitation to seek an alternative way out. 
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5. Chapter Four  A Brief Note on Regina 

 

 

Besides the important mother-figure of Mrs. Alving, there is yet another woman figure that 

plays an important role in influencing Osvald’s choice of death at the end of the play. Regina 

as Osvald’s half-sister also engages in the forming of Osvald’s plan that he shall sacrifice 

himself for the maintenance of the family’s reputation in addition to his mother’s renovating 

efforts. Regina influences Osvald in that she leaves Osvald an impression that she would only 

be supportive when Osvald could bring her a vision of the future life she longs for, a life out 

there represented by the prospect of living in Paris. After the orphanage is burnt down by the 

fire, Osvald shows signs of degeneration, and just at the time Osvald is most vulnerable, 

Regina expresses her decision to leave him as well as the family immediately after the 

revelation of the family’s secret by Mrs. Alving. Moreover, her “light-hearted” life-style 

poses a sharp contrast to Mrs. Alving’s and Osvald’s accustomed style of life that Osvald 

could not bring himself to imitate due to their different social classes and upbringing, which 

makes him even more dejected. After Regina chooses to embrace the life working for 

Engstrand’s brothel, Osvald is left with only his plan to be exacted, that of taking his own life 

with the morphine pills he has asked from the doctor. In hoping to die not in vain, Osvald 

chooses to die for the sake of the family’s name, which he considers an ideal choice, 

becoming to his social stratum. 

When Osvald recounts his memories about Regina to his mother, he confessed to her 

that he has “a wrong to make right with Regina” (Ibsen 255). He recollects as follows: 

 

OSVALD. She asked me so many times about Paris, and I told her bits and pieces 

about the life down there. And I remember that one day I chanced to say, “Wouldn’t 

you like to go there yourself?”’ 

… 

I could see her blushing all shades of red, and then she said, “Yes, I’d very much like 

to go.” “All right,” I said, “I expect that can be arranged” – or something like that. 

… 

Of course I forgot the whole thing completely; but then the day before yesterday I 

happened to ask her if she was glad I’d be staying so long at home this time— 

… 
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And she gave me such a peculiar look and said, “But what about my trip to Paris?” 

(255) 

 

Regina remembers what Osvald mentions to her by chance, as she cherishes every 

opportunity to make her life better, even though she is already on her way to offer a helping 

hand to Mrs. Alving’s Orphanage to take care of the children there. She not only makes 

Osvald believes that she is willing to come to Paris with him and live a life there, but also 

gives the hint to Pastor Manders that she prefers to live in town and asks him whether he 

knows any place suitable for her. She is asked by her “father” Engstrand whether she really 

would prefer working for the Orphange, and her answer reveals much of her will, 

 

ENGSTRAND… What good can it do you, all this learning Mrs. Alving’s paid out 

for? You’re supposed to take care of the children, I hear, in the new Orphanage. Is 

that anything for you, uh? Have you such a hunger to run yourself ragged for the sake 

of those filthy brats? 

REGINA. No, if things go the way I want, then— And it could happen, all right. Yes, 

it could! (207) 

 

What Regina wants is not to elope with Osvald, though the life in Paris allures her much. 

This is not even her first choice when she is still ignorant of her true relationship with 

Osvald. At the end of Act Two, before Mrs. Alving is about to break the news to Regina and 

Osvald, Pastor Manders enters surprised to find that Regina is holding a glass in her hand, 

which is not becoming to her status as a servant girl. Just as she excuses herself in French, 

Osvald explains the situation by saying, “Regina’s leaving with me, Pastor… Or she’ll stay 

here if I stay” (258). On hearing that she will probably lose the prospect of going to Paris, 

Regina “involuntarily” exclaims, “Here!” (258), showing that she is reluctant to stay in the 

household with Osvald if he is not to bring her to Paris with him.  

Osvald is unaware that behind Regina’s seriousness professed through her seeming 

interest in going to Paris with him lies her true intention of getting rid of her present situation 

as a servant girl for a better life “out there”, with more freedom and dignity. After the falling 

down of the orphanage, Regina realizes that even the less alluring prospect of attending 

children there for Mrs. Alving no longer exists there for her. She is thus determined to find an 

alternative way to lead the life she prefers. The deteriorating signs shown by Osvald after the 

orphanage is burnt down makes Regina conscious of the fact that the Young Master probably 
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would really stay where they are in a state that need her to take care of. When Mrs. Alving 

finds that Osvald looks tired and ill and asks him whether he needs to sleep, Osvald’s reply 

reveals that he is seriously ill, then the three of them exchange the following conversation, 

 

MRS. ALVING (looking worriedly at him). You know, dearest, you really are ill. 

EGINA (tensely). Is Mr. Alving ill? 

OSVALD (impulsively). And shut all the doors! This racking fear—! 

MRS. ALVING. Shut them, Regina. 

(Regina shuts the doors and remains standing by the hall door…) (265) 

 

On seeing Osvald ill, Regina appears tense, but not as caring, which makes Osvald asks her 

“vehemently”, “Regina, why are you so reserved toward me? Why can’t you call me 

Osvald?” (266) 

It is worth noticing the circumstances when Regina calls Osvald by his name. After 

Osvald returns home, Regina serves dinner by asking Osvald, “Will Mr. Alving have red 

wine, or white?” to which Osvald replies, “Both, Miss Engstrand” (231). As it is a public 

occasion, both Regina and Osvald call each other by their family name. Just as Osvald 

accompanies Regina to the kitchen to “help her uncork the bottles”, Regina is heard 

whispering sharply, “Osvald! Are you crazy! Let me go!” (231-2). Private as the scene is, 

Regina addresses Osvald involuntarily by his first name. From Osvald’s reaction or 

accusation against Regina’s “reserved”-ness toward him, we can gather that on private 

occasions, Regina must have called Osvald by his first name more than once, which shows 

that they used to be more intimate than outwardly shown. However, in replying to Osvald’s 

accusation, Regina only “softly” answers, “I don’t think Mrs. Alving would like it” (266). It 

is not that Mrs. Alving does not approve it, but that Regina is already thinking about other 

plans as the prospect of going to Paris, along with that of helping to attend the children at the 

orphanage have already eluded her.  

All this happens before Regina is told of the secret that she is Osvald’s half-sister. 

Taking Osvald’s plan of self-sacrificing into consideration, Regina’s interest shown toward 

him in the idea of going to Paris with him provides Osvald with another possibility if his 

original plan of killing himself with the prescribed morphine seems not to be working out. As 

Osvald is still unsure about whether her mother cherishes him more than her ideal, Osvald 

still considers it an alternative to leave Rosenvold with Regina even if she is his half-sister. In 

his communication with Mrs. Alving, Osvald refers to Regina’s constructive means in 
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achieving her ideal as follows: 

 

OSVALD. And then I got it out of her that she’d taken the whole thing seriously, that 

she’d been thinking of me all this while, and that she’d even started to learn some 

French— 

MRS. ALVING. So that’s why— 

OSVALD. Mother— when I saw her there in front of me, that splendid girl, so alive 

with health and beauty— it was as if I’d never noticed her before— but now she was 

standing there as if her arms were simply waiting to take me in— (255) 

 

For Osvald, he sees in Regina not only her supportive attitude toward a prospect of a life in 

Paris with him as he suggests, but an embracive stance she takes as well as a joyful readiness 

for him, which he terms “the joy of life in her” that is his “salvation” (256).  

Partly aware of his mother’s less constructive than manipulating efforts of renovation 

by sending him away from home as a child and building an ideal father-figure for him 

through her letters, Osvald is impressed by Regina’s freer frame of mind and the efforts she 

takes in self-development through learning. Though it is not his original plan to leave the 

household together with Regina, Osvald appreciates Regina’s approach to life and is in turn 

serious about going away from home with her if the original plan of self-killing no longer 

works. 

However, Regina is too realistic about her plan of leading her preferred life to stick to 

the prospect of eloping with Osvald even before she has the excuse not to do so due to their 

kinship. The environment wherein Regina grows up bestows on her the sophisticated aspect 

of her character. She has witnessed so much from her “father” Engstrand that she is no longer 

the “innocent” girl ready to take whatever life has in store for, as she knows about and is not 

antagonist toward the dark side of things in life. When Engstrand mentions to her that Pastor 

Manders is expected from town, she appears suspicious of her “father’s” motive and “looks 

knowingly at him”, saying “Just what are you out to trick him into this time?” (204). When 

suggested by Engstrand that she could anticipate to be married to “some ship’s officer—

maybe even a captain—”, Regina’s world-knowledge again proves her sophistication when it 

comes to evaluating what is best for her, as she asserts, “I’m not marrying any of those. 

Sailors don’t have any savoir-vivre”, and seeing his “father” baffled, she goes on to explain, 

“Let me tell you, I know about sailors. They aren’t any sort to marry.” (208)  

Regina’s self-reliance manifests itself when Engstrand offers that she would have 
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“dresses to burn” if she comes with him into town, working for his “hotel for seamen”, as she 

firmly states, “I can do as well on my own, if I care to.” (207-8) Yes, just as Regina knows 

what she wants and relies on her own to achieve her aim, she is not to rely on Osvald’s 

“promise” to ascertain her prospect of life. That explains why it takes her so little time to 

make the decision to leave immediately upon hearing the story of her mother and of her true 

identity. The following is how Regina reacts to Mrs. Alving’s revelation of the family’s 

secret, as we can see that it only takes her yet a line’s time before she announces her 

subsequent decision of leaving. 

 

REGINA (brought shaken to her feet, in a choked voice). I—! 

MRS. ALVING. Yes, now you both know. 

OSVALD. Regina! 

REGINA (to herself). So that’s what she was. 

MRS. ALVING. Your mother was decent in many ways, Regina. 

REGINA. Yes, but she was that kind, all the same. Well, I sometimes thought so, 

but— then, Mrs. Alving, if you don’t mind, may I leave right away, at once? (268) 

 

Before Mrs. Manders thinks of a plan for Regina, Regina has already come up about 

yet two solutions for herself, and neither concerns Osvald. The first is to ask Pastor Manders 

for help, as she says, “The pastor’s so nice to deal with, and I definitely think I’ve got just as 

much right to some of that money as he does— that rotten carpenter” (268). Quick in 

switching the way she address her former “father” as far as she can see, Regina is also quick 

in switching her position when it comes to addressing Osvald. When offered by Osvald not to 

leave, she replies, “Merci, Mr. Alving— yes, I guess I can call you Osvald now. But it’s 

certainly not the way I wanted to.” (268) As Regina considers her future more promising out 

there than that if she stays in the place where her past might hinder her progress. Offered by 

Mrs. Alving to return when she needs it, “If you ever need a home, Regina, you can come to 

me” as she says, Regina firmly rejects it as she replies,  

 

REGINA. No thank you, ma’am. Pastor Manders’l [Sic.] look out for me, all right. 

And if things really go wrong, I still know a house where I’ll do just fine. 

MRS. ALVING. Where? 

REGINA. In “Captain Alving’s Home.” 

MRS. ALVING. Regina— I can see now— you’ll go to your ruin! 
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REGINA. Ahh, ffft! Adieu. (She curtsies and goes out the hall door)  

 

Such is Regina’s back-up plan, that she would rather help Engstrand with the brothel 

than to return to Mrs. Alving and to the “family” where Osvald now finds it a place she is 

supposed to stay, as he learns that Regina is to leave right away and says, “going over to 

Regina” though weak as he is, “Leave now? But you belong here.” (268) Regina is 

determined to lead another life different from the one she is currently living. Becoming aware 

of Mrs. Alving’s so obsessed with attaining her ideal that she chooses not to be 

“straightforward with” Regina and not to raise her as Osvald’s sibling, Regina confesses her 

discontent toward Mrs. Alving right before she leaves, “looking sharply at her” and says, 

“You know, Mrs. Alving, you could have raised me as a gentleman’s daughter— and I 

would’ve been a lot better off.  (Tossing her head.) But, hell— what’s the difference!” (269)  

Mrs. Alving’s insistence on raising Regina as becoming to her mother’s social status 

and to her real father’s is thus seen also part of her projects. The environment wherein Regina 

is brought up shapes her character as strong-willed and reality-driven. Regina refuses to live 

for someone else’s ideal like Osvald, as she knows she has only herself to take care of. She is 

not the least afraid to hurt Osvald’s feeling when she talks to Mrs. Alving at the presence of 

Osvald as she says, “If I’d known that Osvald was sick, why— And now that there isn’t a 

chance of anything serious between us— No, I really can’t stay out in the country and run 

myself ragged for invalids.” (268) Though what Regina means by “invalids” does not refer to 

Osvald, she is still suggesting that she would not take care of Osvald or even stay by his side 

when he needs her. When Osvald asks her immediately, “Not even for someone this close to 

you?” as he wonders if the memory of their past intimacy would mean much to her, Regina 

replies, “Not on your life, I can’t!” (268) Then she justifies herself by claiming that poor as 

she is, she has only her youth to spare. The “joy of life” that Osvald once uses to charge 

against Mrs. Alving is now Regina’s words for asserting her resolution for another life 

outside Rosenvold, as she says, “And I’ve got this joy of life too, Mrs. Alving— in me!” 

(268) 

 Though Regina’s discontent is directed at Mrs. Alving, the person who is affected the 

most is Osvald. Before Regina leaves, she says firmly that she would rely on her own 

abilities including the ability to benefit from other people’s help to get her “champagne in 

society” (269). When she says so, she charges “a bitter glance at the unopened bottle”, which 

harks back to the occasion when she serves wine to the dinner and Osvald offers to help her 

uncork the bottle in the kitchen. By this gesture Regina is also giving Osvald the hint that 
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without the prospect of going to Paris with Osvald, she would still be able to get her way in 

life, as she believes that Osvald is not capable of offering her anything better. She does not 

believe that Osvald could help her uncork the bottle of life just as she sees it that Osvald’s 

original attempt was never really to help her uncork the bottle in the kitchen.  

 Regina’s refusal to stay at Rosenvold accompanying Osvald reduces Osvald to his 

original plan of sacrificing himself for the sake of his mother’s ideal, as he would not imitate 

Regina’s “light-hearted” approach to life without bearing in mind that he owes to Mrs. 

Alving the motherly caring and the decent name as the Young Alving. Ironically, it is Mrs. 

Alving’s earlier decision not to raise Regina up as a gentleman’s daughter, but as a servant 

girl that help Regina form her character of lightheartedness and strongmindedness, and her 

character in turn proves one of the forces to let Osvald feel that the social status he belongs to 

serves as nothing but shackles to him when it comes to choosing an alternative way of life 

when the present circumstance is not favorable to him. In the case of Osvald, he used to enjoy 

his life with joy “down there” in Paris, but that is before he becomes suspicious of his health 

condition as well as the secret that has been hidden from him since he was a child. Now that 

he returns home more than once, he gradually realizes that the family root he stems from is at 

once defining his character and directing his choices. If he chooses to live otherwise just as 

Regina does, he will lose both his mother and the reputed family name of the Alvings, as he 

would soon meet the second fatal attack of Syphilis and the protecting façade his mother has 

been maintaining for half of her life will not be of use any more. Rejected by Regina to stay 

together with him, Osvald considers it too hard for him to do anything similar to his half-

sister such as to leave his home and his mother and start all over again due to the family 

burden he carries and the social opinions he cares about. He regards mother’s ideal worthy to 

die for if he is to die soon anyway.  

 Osvald believes that Regina would help him with “this one last thing”, to feed him the 

morphine pills, as Osvald imagines, “If this horrible thing struck me down, and she saw me 

lying there like an infant child, helpless, and beyond help, lost, hopeless— incurable—” 

because he believes that Regina “soon would have gotten tired of tending an invalid” like him 

(274). We are again reminded of Regina’s remark that she is not willing to run herself ragged 

for invalids, and Osvald considers it her insinuation that she would not attend him either. 

Also discontent with Mrs. Alving’s manipulation that results in Regina’s “lightheartedness” 

or to put it in another way on occasions like this, “coldheartedness” toward him, Osvald 

“leaps up again and paces the floor” and charges against his mother, “And now you’ve taken 

Regina away from me! If I’d only had her. She would have helped me out, I’m sure.” (273) It 
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is not as he believes, that Regina would certainly help him out by feeding him the morphine 

pills, as he could well do so by himself, but that Regina is sure to be supportive, unlike his 

mother, if he chooses to take his life in his present condition. And he tells it only to Mrs. 

Alving to let her know that he is discontent with her taking charge of not only the household 

affairs, but the way he chooses to end his own life in, if she is not to be supportive. 

 On seeing Regina’s intense interest in going to Paris with him at first, her industrious 

efforts in learning French, her aloofness while Osvald shows signs of illness, and her 

eventual departure on hearing Mrs. Alving’s revelation and at the sight of Osvald’s 

incapability of fulfilling her dream, Osvald is driven dejected step by step. However, it is 

Regina’s lightheartedness that his mother grants her by not raising her up as a child born to a 

gentleman that Osvald is never able to imitate. Bound by his mother’s tenderness to and 

anticipation from him that he feels obliged to live up to, as well as by the decent family name 

of the Alvings that his mother takes pains in securing, Osvald feels even more disheartened 

when he knows that he could never choose to live as freely as his half-sister Regina could.  

 Left with only one choice to make, Osvald determines to carry out his original plan, 

that of killing himself. Though we never know if Osvald intends to let his mother help him do 

so, or if the “certain arrangements” he has to make is only he himself taking the pills, we can 

be sure that after Osvald sees that it is due to his mother’s revelation that Regina leaves him, 

he is well aware of his mother’s individual striving for her personal ideal at the expense of 

others’ happiness, and thus gives pressure to his mother to let her continue handling it all by 

herself in maintaining her ideal. To die for the ideal of his mother in the arms of his mother is 

also one of the means of pressure Osvald exerts on his mother. He considers his life also that 

of his mother’s responsibility, and demands his mother to take his life back as she is the one 

that gives it to him without his consent and the one that leaves him in his present physical and 

mental agony. In this light, the leaving of Regina plays a catalytic role in prompting Osvald 

to demand his mother take his life. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

 

Previous studies devoted to the discussion of Osvald and Mrs. Alving in Ghosts either center 

around Osvald as the victim of his inherited syphilis or around Mrs. Alving as the tragic 

figure whose attempts to bury the past only makes it ever-present. The studies that deal with 

Osvald’s choice of death with the assistance of his mother seldom refer to the two characters’ 

approach to their memories of the past in attaining their personal ideals for an answer to their 

evaluation of the present situation as well as their plans of action accordingly. As for 

previous character analyses of the play, the role of Regina in her relationship to the Alving 

family members was not given due attention concerning Mrs. Alving’s influence on her and 

Regina’s influence upon Osvald in shaping the latter’s final decision to end his life with the 

assistance of his mother. Therefore, a revisit to Osvald’s death at the end of the play is 

required for further analysis of the characters in the play concerning their means of coming to 

terms with the past, the measures they take to achieve their ideals, and their mutual influence 

upon each other in shaping their fate in the end as such. 

The characters’ psychological traits analogous to those of real people are worth 

probing into for understanding their evaluation of the situation and their subsequent actions 

taken, as Ibsen mimetically constructs the characters in the play. This aspect of the mimetic 

characterization makes it possible to approach the two main characters, Mrs. Alving and 

Osvald from an individual psychological perspective, for which the Adlerian theory of 

“fictional final goal” proves to be employable here. As each individual cherishes his or her 

personal ideal shaped from both early childhood experiences and the evaluation of the 

situation, their individual goals thus formed are “fictional” in that it is out of their own 

creation and serves only as the motivating force for themselves to justify their actions and 

live according to their own life-style. As Mrs. Alving externalizes part of her memory to that 

of the orphanage as a project she undertakes to build, the “uncanny” aspect of such 

memorialization is accountable by the concept of “renovation” that Sandberg proposes as one 

of the architectural metaphors. Mrs. Alving’s renovating efforts in her buildling the memorial 

projects for achieving her own ideal play an important role in affecting Osvald’s style of life 

and in influencing his decision to take his own life in the end. 

As concerns Mrs. Alving’s ideal, when she recounts her memory, she re-arranges past 

experiences according to her own “schema” of presenting herself as the figure that has 

endured and sacrificed much in the household. Besides her rearranging memory of the past 
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through verbal representation, namely that of self-blaming and rationalizing words, she also 

rebuilds experiences through renovating the household in her two “memorial projects”: (1) 

cleansing the household and taking charge of it to get rid of some old memories, represented 

by her sending Osvald away from home at an early age and taking charge of the family by 

herself; and (2) commemorating the dead through building anew to cover up and bury part of 

the past, embodied in her efforts of buildling the orphanage. The means which Mrs. Alving 

sought to attain her ideal influences with Osvald to make their ideals intertwined as it also 

becomes Osvald’s ideal to protect the family’s reputation before he relinquishes his ideal of 

his father as a good and useful figure obtained through reading the letters his mother has been 

sending to him.  

For Osvald, his childhood recollections cannot provide him with sufficient aid in 

bridging his memory with his present situation, and vaguely aware of the secret his mother 

has been hiding from him, he cherishes yet another ideal after he knows of his situation of 

anticipating the next fatal attack. Osvald knows that if he lets himself die naturallly of 

syphilis, his mother would either have to let the truth out to clarify the reason for his 

unpreventable death, or she would have to bury the truth as she has buried other secrets of the 

household, with Osvald reduced to a piece of building block for her mother’s next memorial 

project, which he certainly will prevent from happening. Osvald wishes to know if his mother 

cherishes him more than her ideal of being a dutiful housewife of a decent family, and thus 

engages in communication and confrontation with his mother. Not contend with his mother 

taking charge of everything for her own ideal’s sake, Osvald still wavers between leaving 

home with Regina or sacrificing himself for the sake of his mother’s ideal.  

As Mrs. Alving has also influenced Regina’s upbringing by not raising her up as a 

gentleman’s daughter, which makes Regina determined to leave the household and start anew 

after knowing the secret, Osvald realizes that given his social status, he would not choose as 

Regina does for a new life of freedom, as he is still bound by his mother as well as the 

reputation of the family. So, after Regina leaves, and with the confirmation of his mother that 

he is not her possession but a free individual to be won, Osvald makes up his mind to exact 

his original plan, and that is, to have himself killed in the arms of his mother’s.  

 As the present study only approaches Osvald’s choice of death from an individual 

psychological perspective, and there are other circumstances that makes the characters in 

Ghosts as they appear in the text and not otherwise, there still exists ample room for further 

exploration into the play’s characterization and alternative explanations for the ending as 

such. Moreover, the issue concerning the representativeness of different social strata that the 
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characters Mrs. Alving, Osvald and Regina belong to falls into the category of the thematic 

aspect of characterization, which distinguishes itself from the mimetic and the 

formal/synthetic aspects of the function of characters, and thus could not be delved into 

deeper here due to the limitation of the space and scope of this study. I sincerely anticipate 

alternative interpretations of this play to compensate for what this present study lacks, and I 

look forward to seeing future studies on this issue to come soon.  
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	Osvald decides that his mother should assist him in ending his own life, taking the morphine pills he brings with him:
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