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Abstract: Children's literature shines as an influential medium for inculcating moral values 

and social awareness among young readers. Rather than imposing ethics and principles 

through direct instructions, children’s literature facilitates critical thinking and emotional 

development through imaginative engagement. Katherine Mansfield, a distinguished modernist 

writer, is renowned for her exploration of psychological realism, social relationships, and the 

complexities of human experience. Her literary works frequently examine the lives of 

marginalized individuals and expose the social inequalities embedded within society. 

 Mansfield's short story The Doll's House offers a profound critique of class 

discrimination, social exclusion, and hierarchical social structures. Through the contrasting 

experiences of the privileged Burnell sisters and the impoverished Kelvey sisters, the narrative 

reveals the mechanisms through which the prejudice is practiced and perpetuated. The 

symbolic significance of the doll's house and the little lamp further reinforces the themes of 

privilege, exclusion, hope, and human dignity. This study adopts a qualitative analytical 

approach to examine the representation of social class, childhood innocence, and moral values 

in the story. The findings demonstrate that Mansfield challenges rigid class distinctions and 

advocates equality, empathy, and social justice through the perspective of children. The study 

argues that The Doll's House remains a relevant literary text for understanding contemporary 

issues of discrimination, inclusion, and human dignity. 

Keywords: Children's Literature, Class Discrimination, Social Inequality, Symbolism, 

Childhood Innocence, Katherine Mansfield. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 Katherine Mansfield occupies a prominent position in twentieth-century English 

literature as one of the leading figures of literary modernism. This fiction of her is characterized 

by psychological depth, engaging narrative techniques, and a keen exploration of social 

realities. Mansfield's works frequently investigate the complexities of human relationships and 

expose the tensions that exist beneath seemingly ordinary social interactions. Through her 

focus on individual consciousness and emotional experiences, she contributed significantly to 

the development of modern short fiction. 
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 Among Mansfield's most celebrated short stories, The Doll's House (1922) stands as a 

powerful critique of social stratification and class prejudice. Set within a small community 

governed by rigid social hierarchies, the story explores how discriminatory attitudes are passed 

on from adults to children and get embedded within the social institutions. Mansfield reveals 

the damaging effects of exclusion while simultaneously emphasizing the innocence and moral 

integrity often associated with childhood. 

 The narrative centers on the Burnell sisters, who receive an elaborate doll's house as a 

gift and become the focus of wonder among their schoolmates. However, the Kelvey sisters, 

Lil and Else, are systematically excluded from this privilege because of their lower social 

status. Through this seemingly simple incident, Mansfield exposes the enveloping nature of 

class discrimination and the social mechanisms that reinforce inequality. 

 The story becomes significant since it examines social injustice from the perspective of 

little children. Paradoxically, while adults enforce social boundaries, children like Kezia 

demonstrate compassion and a natural inclination toward fairness in this fiction. Consequently, 

The Doll's House functions not only as a critique of social inequality but also as an exploration 

of moral values such as empathy, kindness, and respect for human dignity. 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

 The present study seeks to examine the social and moral dimensions portrayed in 

Katherine Mansfield's The Doll's House. The objectives are: 

• To analyze the representation of social class and class discrimination in the story. 

• To examine the portrayal of marginalization through the characters of Lil and Else 

Kelvey. 

• To investigate the symbolic significance of the doll's house and the little lamp. 

• To explore the relationship between childhood innocence and prevailing social 

prejudices. 

• To evaluate the moral values embodied in the character of Kezia. 

• To assess Mansfield's critique of social hierarchy and inequality. 

• To establish the contemporary relevance of the story's themes. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

• How does Mansfield represent class divisions in The Doll's House? 

• In what ways do Lil and Else Kelvey reveal the realities of social exclusion? 

• What symbolic functions do the doll's house and the little lamp perform within the 

narrative? 

• How does childhood innocence challenge socially constructed prejudices? 

• What moral and ethical values are conveyed through the story? 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 This work employs a qualitative research methodology grounded in textual and 

thematic analysis. The primary source is Katherine Mansfield's short story The Doll's House. 

Close reading techniques are utilized to examine characterization, symbolism, narrative 
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structure, and thematic concerns. Particular attention is given to the representation of social 

class, discrimination, childhood innocence, and moral values. 

 Secondary sources, including scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and 

critical essays on Katherine Mansfield and modernist literature, provide theoretical and 

interpretive support for the analysis. The study adopts an interdisciplinary perspective by 

incorporating concepts related to social stratification, class consciousness, and moral 

development. Through this analytical framework, the research seeks to demonstrate how 

Mansfield combines social criticism with ethical reflection to challenge the prevailing social 

inequalities. 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 Several scholars have examined Mansfield's treatment of social class and psychological 

realism. Antony Alpers argues that Mansfield's stories reveal the hidden tensions beneath 

ordinary social interactions and expose the realities of social inequality. Patrick Woods 

observes that Mansfield frequently focuses on marginalized characters whose voices are 

ignored by mainstream society. 

 Angela Smith notes that The Doll's House is a significant example of Mansfield's social 

criticism. According to Smith, the story challenges the rigid class structures that define human 

relationships and demonstrates how prejudice is learned through social conditioning. Literary 

critics have also highlighted the symbolic significance of the lamp, interpreting it as a 

representation of hope, humanity, and spiritual illumination. 

 Previous studies have focused on class discrimination, symbolism, and childhood 

innocence. However, this paper attempts to integrate these themes to demonstrate how 

Mansfield combines social stigma with moral instruction. She performs this by narrating the 

experiences of little children in the fiction. 

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

 Katherine Mansfield's The Doll's House is a profound exploration of class 

consciousness, social discrimination, and childhood innocence. Through a simple narrative 

involving children, Mansfield exposes the rigid social hierarchy that governs human 

relationships. The story presents a microcosm of society in which wealth and social status 

determine acceptance and exclusion. The Burnell family occupies a privileged social position, 

whereas the Kelvey sisters occupy a marginalized lower class predicament. Mansfield works 

on these contrasting characters to reveal how social prejudices are passed on by one generation 

to another. She throws insight over this strong practice among the people that has gained its 

strength by the snobbish attitude of the so called upper class hypocrites. 

 The social exclusion experienced by Lil and Else Kelvey reflects the harsh realities of 

class discrimination. The narrator remarks that "many of the children, including the Burnells, 

were not allowed even to speak to the Kelveys" (Mansfield 111). This observation 

demonstrates that prejudice is not innate but learned from adults. The children imitate the 

attitudes and behaviors of their parents, thereby perpetuating social divisions. Scholars have 
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observed that the story exposes the destructive effects of class consciousness and highlights 

the role of adults in sustaining discriminatory practices.  

 The doll's house itself functions as a significant symbol throughout the narrative. It 

represents privilege, wealth, and social superiority. Ownership of the doll's house enhances the 

Burnells' status among their peers, while access to it becomes a marker of social inclusion. The 

selective invitation process mirrors the hierarchical structure of society, where opportunities 

and privileges are reserved for those belonging to the upper class. Critical studies have 

interpreted the doll's house as a symbol of social stratification and the unequal distribution of 

power within society.  

 Among all the objects in the doll's house, the little lamp possesses specific symbolic 

importance. Mansfield emphasizes its beauty and perfection, distinguishing it from the other 

luxurious furnishings. Literary critics identify the lamp as a symbol of hope, inclusiveness, and 

human connection. While the doll's house symbolizes social division, the lamp transcends class 

boundaries and represents universal humanity. Kezia's fascination with the lamp reflects her 

moral sensitivity and ability to recognize values beyond material wealth.  

 The contrast between childhood innocence and adult prejudice forms another important 

aspect of the story. Kezia emerges as the moral center of the narrative because she questions 

social conventions and sympathizes with the Kelvey sisters. Distinguishing herself from the 

adults who enforce class distinctions, Kezia demonstrates compassion and fairness. Her 

decision to invite Lil and Else to see the doll's house challenges the established social order 

and reveals her rejection of discriminatory values. Mansfield suggests that children possess an 

innate sense of equality that society gradually suppresses through social conditioning. 

 Else Kelvey's final statement, "I seen the little lamp," carries profound symbolic 

significance. Although the Kelvey sisters remain socially excluded, else experiences a moment 

of happiness and fulfillment. The lamp symbolizes hope and affirms the dignity of 

marginalized individuals. Through this ending, Mansfield emphasizes that genuine humanity 

transcends social status and economic privilege. 

 Furthermore, the story promotes essential moral values such as compassion, empathy, 

equality, and respect for human dignity. Rather than presenting these values through direct 

moral instruction, Mansfield conveys them through characterization, symbolism, and through 

a beautiful narrative experience. Consequently, The Doll's House functions not only as a 

critique of social inequality but also it does exhibit a powerful lesson to promote ethical 

responsibility and social justice. 

FINDINGS 

The analysis of Katherine Mansfield's The Doll's House reveals the following findings: 

1. Social class inequity constitutes the central theme of the story and influences the 

relationships among the characters. 

2. The Burnell family symbolizes social concession and authority, whereas the Kelvey 

sisters represent marginalized and oppressed members of society. 

3. The doll's house functions as a symbol of wealth, social status, and elimination. 
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4. The little lamp symbolizes hope, richness, equality, and universal human dignity. 

5. Childhood innocence is portrayed as a positive force that challenges socially 

constructed prejudices. 

6. Kezia serves as the moral voice of the narrative by demonstrating sympathy and 

fairness toward the Kelvey sisters. 

7. Mansfield illustrates that prejudice is learned through social conditioning rather than 

being an inherent human characteristic. 

8. The story advocates moral values such as empathy, kindness, social justice, and 

respect for all individuals regardless of their social status. 

9. The narrative remains relevant to contemporary society because issues of 

discrimination, exclusion, and inequality continue to exist in different forms. 

CONCLUSION 

 Katherine Mansfield's The Doll's House is a remarkable short story that combines social 

criticism with moral instruction. Through the experiences of the Burnell and Kelvey sisters, 

Mansfield exposes the harmful consequences of class discrimination and social exclusion. The 

story demonstrates how social hierarchies influence human relationships and how prejudice is 

transmitted from adults to children. 

 The symbolism of the doll's house and the little lamp plays a crucial role in conveying 

the author's message. While the doll's house represents privilege, exclusiveness, and social 

superiority, the lamp symbolizes hope, compassion, and equality. Through the character of 

Kezia, Mansfield presents an alternative vision of society based on empathy and human 

understanding. 

 The study concludes that The Doll's House is not merely a story about children but a 

profound commentary on social inequality and human dignity. Mansfield portrays a great 

tenacity in challenging the  rigid class distinctions and advocates for a society that must be 

founded on justice, inclusiveness, and mutual respect. The story's enduring relevance lies in its 

universal message that every individual born on this earth deserves to be recognized, respected 

and to be treated with dignity regardless of their social, cultural, ethnic identity and economical 

background. 
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