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Abstract:  

Henrik Ibsen's play, "An Enemy of the People," has long been regarded as a masterful work of dramatic 

literature. This article conducts a comprehensive analysis of the play through the framework of Aristotle's 

Poetics, focusing on the principles of a well-made play structure. By exploring the plot structure, character 

development, thought and moral lessons, diction and language, and spectacle in Ibsen's work, we 

demonstrate how it aligns with the enduring principles laid out by Aristotle, showcasing the timelessness of 

these critical elements in the art of storytelling. 

Introduction:  

Drama, as an art form, has long held a profound fascination for both creators and audiences. It is a realm 

where human stories come to life, where the essence of existence is explored, and where characters navigate 

the labyrinthine complexities of life, love, and morality. Within the vast landscape of dramatic literature, 

certain works have not only captivated the hearts and minds of those who encounter them but have also 

endured the test of time, resonating across centuries. Among these, Henrik Ibsen's "An Enemy of the 

People" stands as a beacon of dramatic brilliance and intellectual depth. 

Ibsen's exploration of a town's descent into moral turmoil, as it confronts a disturbing revelation, presents a 

compelling narrative that raises profound questions about truth, morality, and the fragile nature of individual 

integrity. What makes this masterpiece all the more captivating is the lens through which Henrik Ibsen's 

work "An Enemy of the People" will be viewed—a lens crafted by none other than the great philosopher of 

antiquity, Aristotle. In the context of Aristotle's Poetics, the structural integrity of the play, the intricate 

evolution of its characters, and the thought-provoking themes it presents are revealed. 

Aristotle's Poetics has stood the test of millennia as a foundational text for the examination of dramatic 

works. Within its pages, Aristotle meticulously dissects the elements of a well-made play, emphasizing the 
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importance of unity in plot, character development, intellectual content, diction, and spectacle. By applying 

these principles to Ibsen's work, the profound connection between Aristotle's Poetics and "An Enemy of the 

People" is unveiled. 

In this research article, the intricate interplay between a well-made play structure and character dynamics 

within this dramatic masterpiece is examined. "An Enemy of the People" emerges as more than a play; it is 

a testament to the timeless wisdom of Aristotle's Poetics, continuing to inspire and provoke thought in those 

who encounter its profound narrative. 

Henrik Ibsen and His Plays: 

Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906) is widely regarded as one of the most influential playwrights in the history of 

modern drama. Born in Skien, Norway, Ibsen's works have left an indelible mark on the world of literature 

and theatre. His plays are celebrated for their groundbreaking exploration of social issues, psychological 

depth, and challenging of conventional morality. Ibsen's career spanned several decades, during which he 

produced a collection of plays that remain relevant and thought-provoking to this day. 

Ibsen's early life was marked by financial struggles and a strained relationship with his father, an experience 

that would deeply influence his writing. His early works were often inspired by historical and classical 

themes, but it was in the later part of his career that he gained international acclaim for his realist and 

symbolist plays. These works challenged societal norms, exposed hypocrisies, and delved into the 

complexities of human nature. 

Some of Henrik Ibsen's most famous and enduring plays include: 

1. "A Doll's House" (1879): This play explores the theme of women's rights and independence as it 

follows the journey of Nora Helmer, who challenges societal expectations. 

2. "Hedda Gabler" (1890): Ibsen's character Hedda is an enigmatic and complex figure, and the play 

delves into the psychology of its central character, offering a scathing critique of bourgeois society. 

3. "Ghosts" (1881): This play tackles themes of familial secrets, heredity, and the consequences of past 

actions, with a relentless examination of the characters' emotional baggage. 

4. "An Enemy of the People" (1882): This work deals with the conflict between personal integrity and 

public duty as Dr. Thomas Stockmann discovers the contamination of the town's baths and confronts 

the consequences. 

5. "The Wild Duck" (1884): Exploring themes of truth, illusion, and the impact of harsh realities, this 

play delves into the complexities of human relationships and family dynamics. 
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Ibsen's plays often feature well-structured plots, complex and evolving characters, and thought-provoking 

moral and societal themes. His commitment to realism, character depth, and social commentary made him a 

forerunner of modern theatre, influencing countless playwrights and dramatists in the decades that followed. 

Henrik Ibsen's contributions to the world of drama go far beyond his innovative storytelling; he laid the 

foundation for the exploration of human behavior and societal issues in theatre. His works remain a 

testament to the enduring power of theatre to reflect and challenge the world we live in, making Ibsen an 

essential figure in the evolution of dramatic literature. 

Henrik Ibsen's "An Enemy of the People": 

Henrik Ibsen's play "An Enemy of the People," originally written in 1882, is a timeless masterpiece that 

grapples with themes of truth, morality, public opinion, and individual integrity. It remains a striking 

commentary on the complexities of human nature and the consequences of standing up for one's 

convictions, even in the face of overwhelming opposition. The play is a dramatic tour de force, examining 

the struggle between personal integrity and collective interests, and it has been acclaimed as one of Ibsen's 

most enduring works. 

Set in a small coastal town in Norway, the play revolves around the central character, Dr. Thomas 

Stockmann, who is a dedicated scientist and the medical officer of the town's baths. The narrative is initially 

marked by optimism as Dr. Stockmann discovers the contamination of the town's public baths, which he 

believes poses a serious health hazard to the community. He is resolved to bring the issue to light and to 

rectify the problem, believing that the truth should always prevail. 

However, Dr. Stockmann's well-intentioned revelation is met with fierce resistance from various quarters. 

He faces opposition from his own brother, the mayor, who is more concerned with the economic and 

political consequences of the discovery. The majority of townspeople, who initially rally behind Dr. 

Stockmann, gradually turn against him when they realize the potential financial repercussions and damage 

to the town's reputation. 

As the conflict escalates, the play delves deep into the moral and ethical dimensions of the characters. Dr. 

Stockmann's unwavering commitment to truth and his determination to be "the enemy of the people" who 

will reveal the unpleasant reality contrasts sharply with the town's collective desire to suppress the 

information for the sake of economic stability and social harmony. 

The play unfolds as a gripping battle between personal conviction and societal conformity, where Dr. 

Stockmann becomes a pariah in his own community. The stark contrast between his moral courage and the 

townspeople's desire to preserve their status quo is a central focus, ultimately leading to a powerful and 

thought-provoking climax. 

Ibsen's "An Enemy of the People" is a play that transcends its time and place, resonating with audiences 

throughout history. It not only explores the individual's struggle for truth and morality but also serves as a 
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reflection on the delicate balance between personal integrity and collective interests in society. Through its 

vivid characters and compelling narrative, the play continues to challenge and provoke thought about the 

complexities of truth and the consequences of taking a principled stand against prevailing norms. 

Aristotle's Poetics: A Comprehensive Examination of Dramatic Analysis 

Aristotle's "Poetics" is a seminal work that has served as a foundational text for the analysis of dramatic 

literature and storytelling for over two millennia. Comprising his thoughts on the essential components of 

drama, "Poetics" offers a comprehensive framework to evaluate and appreciate the intricacies of a well-

constructed play. Aristotle's insights into the elements of plot, character, thought, diction, and spectacle 

continue to provide a guiding light for dramatists, critics, and scholars. In this detailed analysis, we explore 

the key concepts within Aristotle's "Poetics" and how they shape our understanding of drama. 

Mimesis - Imitation of Life: 

Aristotle's "Poetics" commences with the idea of "mimesis" or imitation. He suggests that a play is a 

reflection of human life, presenting a narrative that mirrors the actions, emotions, and experiences of 

individuals. In this respect, a well-crafted drama should resonate with the audience, offering an authentic 

and relatable portrayal of life. The concept of mimesis underscores the role of drama as a reflection of 

human existence, and it remains central to understanding the emotional and psychological power of 

storytelling. 

Plot - The Heart of Dramatic Structure: 

Aristotle places the plot at the core of dramatic structure. He argues that a well-structured plot should 

possess unity, comprising a beginning, middle, and end. Unity in plot means that every element should serve 

the central narrative, and there should be a cause-and-effect relationship between events. This structuring of 

the plot not only engages the audience but also allows for a clear progression of the story, culminating in a 

satisfying resolution. The three-act structure commonly used in modern drama is a testament to the enduring 

influence of Aristotle's views on plot. 

Character - Realism and Development: 

Aristotle emphasizes that characters in a drama should be lifelike and consistent. They should act in a 

manner that aligns with their established traits and experiences. However, he also highlights the importance 

of character development. Characters should undergo transformations or realizations as the plot unfolds. 

This dual aspect of character development - consistency and evolution - shapes the depth and complexity of 

characters in a well-made play. 

Thought (Dianoia) - Intellectual Content: 

Aristotle's concept of "thought" pertains to the intellectual content of a play. This includes the themes, ideas, 

and moral lessons conveyed by the drama. In a well-made play, the intellectual content should be thought-
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provoking, encouraging the audience to reflect on ethical, philosophical, and societal issues. The enduring 

relevance of classic plays like Shakespeare's "Hamlet" or Ibsen's "A Doll's House" lies in their exploration 

of profound and timeless themes. 

Diction (Lexis) - Appropriate and Engaging Language: 

Aristotle highlights the importance of diction, referring to the choice of language and dialogue. The 

language used in a drama should be both appropriate and engaging. It should align with the characters and 

the context, making the dialogue sound natural and convincing. Engaging diction is vital for capturing the 

audience's attention and fostering emotional engagement. 

Spectacle (Opsis) - Visual and Sensory Elements: 

While Aristotle considered spectacle the least significant element of drama, he did acknowledge its role. 

Spectacle encompasses the visual and sensory aspects of a play, including costumes, scenery, and special 

effects. These elements, though less important, contribute to the overall impact of the performance by 

creating a more immersive experience for the audience. 

Aristotle's "Poetics" remains an indispensable source for understanding the essence of dramatic analysis. His 

insights into mimesis, plot, character, thought, diction, and spectacle have withstood the test of time, 

shaping the principles of storytelling and theatre. Even in the ever-evolving landscape of drama, Aristotle's 

concepts continue to offer a timeless and comprehensive framework for appreciating and assessing the art of 

storytelling on the stage and screen. Whether analyzing a classic Greek tragedy or a contemporary work, the 

enduring relevance of Aristotle's "Poetics" underscores its enduring significance in the world of drama. 

Henrik Ibsen, a pioneer in the realm of modern drama, crafted "An Enemy of the People" in 1882, marking 

a significant milestone in the evolution of dramatic literature. This article aims to analyze the play using 

Aristotle's Poetics, a foundational text that elucidates the components of a well-made play, including plot 

structure, character development, thought, diction, and spectacle. 

Structural Significance: Scene-by-Scene Analysis of 'An Enemy of the People' Through Aristotle's 

Poetics 

Act 1, Scene 1: 

In this scene, the exposition of the play unfolds with the introduction of the central character, Dr. Thomas 

Stockmann, and his brother, Mayor Peter Stockmann. Aristotle's emphasis on a clear beginning is evident in 

this scene, setting the stage for the conflicts to come. Dr. Stockmann's unwavering dedication to scientific 

truth and Mayor Stockmann's pragmatic concerns regarding the town's finances are clearly delineated. This 

scene effectively illustrates Aristotle's focus on character consistency, as these traits persist throughout the 

play. 
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Act 1, Scene 2: 

This scene transpires within Dr. Stockmann's home, where we are introduced to his family, which includes 

his wife, Katherine Stockmann, and their children, Petra and Ejlif. The concept of unity in the plot is 

illustrated through the family's unwavering support for                   Dr. Stockmann's revelation concerning 

the contamination of the town's water. The unity within the plot is further emphasized by the family's shared 

belief in the importance of truth and the well-being of their community's health. 

Act 2, Scene 1: 

A pivotal moment in the play unfolds in this scene, as a town meeting is convened, showcasing the principle 

of cause and effect in the plot. Dr. Stockmann endeavors to present his findings regarding the polluted 

water, yet he encounters vehement opposition from various characters, including Hovstad, Billing, and his 

own brother, Mayor Stockmann. This scene serves as the fulcrum upon which the conflict intensifies, 

reflecting the core of the drama. 

Act 3, Scene 1: 

In this scene, Dr. Stockmann engages in a heated confrontation with his brother, Mayor Stockmann. This 

confrontation serves as the climax of the play, embodying Aristotle's emphasis on a well-structured plot. 

The cause-and-effect relationship between Dr. Stockmann's revelation and his contentious encounter with 

his brother marks a pivotal dramatic turning point. 

Act 3, Scene 2: 

The introduction of the Horster family in this scene introduces a fresh dynamic into the play. Their arrival 

rekindles the conflict surrounding the contaminated baths, underscoring the unity within the plot. This scene 

also highlights character consistency as Dr. Stockmann remains steadfast in his commitment to truth, despite 

escalating opposition. 

Act 4, Scene 1: 

Set within the social gathering at the Stockmanns' residence, this scene serves as the consequence of the 

conflicts that have unfurled. It aligns with Aristotle's concept of a well-structured plot, as the characters 

grapple with the repercussions of their decisions and actions. Relationships are strained, and the 

consequences of individual choices become manifest. 

Act 5, Scene 1: 

The play culminates in this final scene, where Dr. Stockmann addresses the townspeople once more, 

reaffirming his unwavering commitment to the truth. This scene represents the resolution of the play, where 

the consequences of the characters' actions become unequivocal, aligning with Aristotle's concept of unity in 

the plot. 
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Exploring Aristotelian Unity: Plot Structure and Character Evolution in Henrik Ibsen's 'An Enemy 

of the People' 

Plot Structure (Unity and Coherence): Aristotle emphasizes unity in the plot, a key element of a well-

structured play. In "An Enemy of the People," Ibsen meticulously constructs a tightly knit plot that adheres 

to Aristotle's principles. The exposition in Act 1 introduces the town, its inhabitants, and the central conflict 

– the discovery of contaminated water in the public baths. This serves as a clear beginning. As the play 

advances, a series of events and conflicts build up, leading to a climax in Act 3 when Dr. Thomas 

Stockmann confronts the town's leaders and the majority about the contaminated baths. This confrontation is 

the play's turning point, illustrating Aristotle's idea of a well-structured plot. The subsequent scenes in Act 4 

depict the consequences and implications, providing a resolution that aligns with the principle of unity. 

Character Development (Consistency and Evolution): Aristotle underscores the importance of characters 

who are consistent, lifelike, and capable of transformation or realization. Dr. Stockmann is a prime example 

of a dynamic character in "An Enemy of the People." At the beginning of the play, he is enthusiastic and 

confident in his pursuit of truth and the public's welfare. However, as the plot unfolds and he faces 

resistance and betrayal from those he trusted, he undergoes a significant transformation. His initial idealism 

gradually gives way to a sense of isolation and disillusionment, which is emblematic of Aristotle's concept 

of character development. 

Thought and Moral Lessons (Intellectual Content): Aristotle's "thought" component focuses on the 

intellectual content of the play, including themes, ideas, and moral lessons. "An Enemy of the People" is 

indeed rich in thought, making it thought-provoking for the audience. The play delves into themes of truth, 

morality, public opinion, and individual integrity. Dr. Stockmann's unwavering commitment to revealing the 

truth, regardless of the consequences, epitomizes the moral lesson of the play. Aristotle's emphasis on the 

intellectual aspect of drama is evident in Ibsen's work, which challenges the audience to reflect on the 

ethical and societal dilemmas presented. 

Diction and Language (Appropriate and Engaging Dialogue): Aristotle's Poetics emphasizes the use of 

appropriate and engaging diction and dialogue to effectively convey the narrative. "An Enemy of the 

People" masterfully incorporates naturalistic and authentic language, mirroring the speech of the characters. 

The authentic dialogue permits the audience to connect with the unfolding events and the characters' internal 

struggles. The confrontations and debates between characters are both engaging and highly relevant to the 

play's central themes, exemplifying Aristotle's principles. 

Spectacle (Visual and Sensory Elements): While Aristotle considered spectacle to be the least significant 

element of drama, "An Enemy of the People" employs it strategically. The town meeting in Act 2 is the 

primary spectacle in the play. It serves as a visually engaging and climactic scene where Dr. Stockmann 

presents his findings, creating a pivotal moment. Although the play predominantly relies on dialogue and 
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character interactions, the spectacle in this scene contributes significantly to the overall impact, aligning 

with Aristotle's perspective. 

Conclusion: 

In this comprehensive analysis of Henrik Ibsen's "An Enemy of the People" through the lens of Aristotle's 

Poetics, we have embarked on a journey to unravel the profound interplay between a well-made play 

structure and the intricate development of characters within the narrative. The exploration of this dramatic 

masterpiece, set against the backdrop of Aristotelian principles, has not only shed light on the enduring 

relevance of both Aristotle's timeless insights and Ibsen's innovative contributions to the world of theatre but 

has also deepened our understanding of the complexities inherent in dramatic storytelling. 

Aristotle's Poetics, with its focus on unity in plot, character development, intellectual content, engaging 

language, and the judicious use of spectacle, has provided an invaluable framework for examining Ibsen's 

work. The structural integrity of "An Enemy of the People" reflects Aristotle's notion of a well-constructed 

plot. The play commences with a clear exposition that introduces the central conflict—the discovery of 

polluted water in the public baths. As the narrative progresses, a series of events and conflicts build, 

culminating in a climactic confrontation in Act 3, which exemplifies Aristotle's concept of a well-structured 

plot. The subsequent scenes provide resolution, aligning with Aristotle's principle of unity. 

Character development, a core element of Aristotelian drama, is exemplified through Dr. Thomas 

Stockmann's transformation. His initial idealism and dedication to scientific truth give way to 

disillusionment and isolation as he confronts betrayal and opposition. This dynamic evolution underscores 

Aristotle's emphasis on consistent yet evolving characters. 

Moreover, the play is rich in thought, with themes of truth, morality, public opinion, and individual integrity 

at its core. Dr. Stockmann's unwavering commitment to truth, regardless of the consequences, personifies 

the moral lesson inherent in the narrative, attesting to the intellectual depth of Ibsen's work. 

The use of appropriate and engaging diction and dialogue, another Aristotelian tenet, contributes to the 

authenticity of the characters and the audience's emotional engagement. The confrontations and debates 

among characters are both engaging and relevant to the central themes of the play, underscoring Aristotle's 

principles. 

While Aristotle considered spectacle to be of lesser importance, the judicious employment of visual and 

sensory elements, particularly during the town meeting scenes, enhances the play's impact, aligning with 

Aristotle's perspective. 

In conclusion, "An Enemy of the People" is a testament to the enduring power and influence of Aristotle's 

Poetics in modern theatre. It not only upholds the principles of a well-made play structure but also explores 

timeless themes of truth, morality, and individual integrity. The interplay between a meticulously 

constructed plot and character development showcases the intricate artistry of Henrik Ibsen. This analysis 
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reaffirms the enduring significance of both Aristotle's Poetics and Ibsen's dramatic genius in the world of 

theatre, inspiring future generations to continue exploring the depths of human existence through the art of 

storytelling. 

Future Research:  

Future research could further explore how "An Enemy of the People" and other Ibsen plays relate to 

Aristotle's Poetics, deepening our understanding of the enduring significance of these foundational 

principles in drama. Additionally, investigating the influence of Aristotle's Poetics on Ibsen's 

contemporaries and their contributions to the development of modern drama would enrich our 

comprehension of the interplay between classical theory and modern theatre. 
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