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Abstract

William Faulkner's A Rose for Emily deconstructs the binary opposition between
traditional submissive femininity and progressive feminist liberation through the
tragic trajectory of Emily Grierson, a Southern Gothic anti-heroine whose violent
agency destabilizes patriarchal norms. This paper employs Gothic Feminism and
Judith Butler's theory of gender performativity to analyze Emily's paradoxical iden-
tity, arguing that her transformation from a docile "Southern Belle" to a murderer
of her lover, Homer Barron, embodies both a critique and a grotesque perpetuation
of patriarchal power structures. Unlike Jane Eyre's rational self-actualization or
Nora Helmer's decisive escape in A Doll's House, Emily's performative violence—
poisoning Homer and preserving his corpse—exposes the collapse of patriarchal
logic when women weaponize its tools. Her decaying mansion, interpreted through

China. Foucault's heterotopia, becomes a metaphor for her fragmented psyche, where so-
cietal expectations fester into madness. By situating Emily within the intersection
of gender, power, and Southern Gothic tropes, this study reveals how her actions
simultaneously subvert and reinforce the very systems that oppress her. The analy-
sis concludes that Emily's "twisted agency" reflects neither rebellion nor compli-
ance, but a tragic third path: a performative enactment of patriarchal scripts that

ultimately renders her a symbol of fractured femininity.
Keywords

Faulkner; Female image; Gothic feminism; Gender performativity; Patriarchal cri-
tique

1. Introduction

Since the nineteenth century, literary works have increasingly challenged stereotypical portrayals of women confined
to domestic roles or romanticized ideals. This evolution gradually gave rise to two dominant female archetypes in
fiction: the traditional submissive figure bound by social conventions, and the progressive "new woman" pursuing
independence. Yet in William Faulkner's 4 Rose for Emily (1930), the protagonist Emily Grierson defies this binary
categorization. Neither fully conforming to patriarchal expectations nor achieving feminist liberation, Emily occupies
an ambiguous space that resists easy classification. How does Faulkner construct such a paradoxical female identity?
What makes Emily's character transcend conventional literary templates? This article examines the mechanisms be-
hind Emily's narrative unclassifiability through three key dimensions: her shifting relationship with patriarchal au-
thority, the Gothic transformation of her psyche, and her ultimate subversion of gendered violence norms. By ana-
lyzing Faulkner's symbolic use of Emily's physical environment and community interactions, we aim to answer the
central question: Does Emily represent a failed rebellion against patriarchal oppression, or a radical redefinition of
female agency through destructive means?

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2025.05.029 1040 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science


https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/jhass/

Xiaoyue Sun

2. The general female images: The traditional and the new
2.1 The traditional woman

To tell the peculiarity of Emily, we shall first start with the general female images, which are the two kinds I've
mentioned above, so that we can better understand how unique Emily is. It's commonly acknowledged that the tradi-
tional female image in most novels is a good wife. They may be either timid or mean. But whatever their external
personality is, they must be a good wife. That is to say, these traditional females still obey the patriarchy, abide by
social norms in nature. Their manifested personality can never be directly linked to the essence of a female. The
Victorian ideal of the "angel in the house" glorified women's self-erasure for patriarchal comfort. In Pride and Pre;j-
udice, Mrs. Bennet's frantic matchmaking, though superficially assertive, reinforces her internalization of male au-
thority. Her agency, confined to securing marriages, merely perpetuates the system that infantilizes her. Similarly,
Dickens' Esther Summerson (Bleak House) embodies the "angelic" self-sacrifice, her narrative voice suffocated by
paternalistic benevolence. The essence of such a woman is still a traditional one.

2.2 The new woman

In contrast, the New Woman rejects domestication through intellectual and moral autonomy. The new female image
is novel and more familiar to us. They are determined, independent, and dare to challenge the secular worldview,
breaking the chains that society imposes on them. In Jane Eyre, Jane is just a normal girl without money or family.
She never had the strong support to make her confident, so she is just as same as other common people who will feel
defeated, depressed, hopeless. But she is also distinct from others. With so many difficulties, she still grows into a
wonderful woman with self-esteem, self-respect, self-reliance, and self-improvement. Jane Eyre's declaration—"I am
no bird; and no net ensnares me"—asserts her right to self-definition beyond marital economies. Ibsen's Nora Helmer
(A Doll's House) radicalizes this ethos, abandoning husband and children to seek existential authenticity. These fig-
ures embody what Showalter terms "feminist critique," challenging patriarchal structures through reasoned dissent.
These are the images of a new female.

3. The image of Emily

So far, we have explored the difference between the two images of women. So, how exactly does Emily distinguish
between these two images? In fact, if we view Emily with a critical eye, we will find her image transforming. At the
very beginning, Emily is just a typical traditional female. Let's see how the author describes the young Emily.

3.1 Fragile femininity under patriarchal discipline

"None of the young men were quite good enough for Miss Emily and such". Is this fact true for Emily? Or for her
father? Maybe they both think so. Emily's "slender figure in white" indicated that she was a weak woman, and the
white dress also symbolized her purity and innocence. Standing behind her father means that "she has been protected
by her father and is unable to fight against his authority" (Shi, 2008). And her father's "spraddled silhouette in the
foreground" embodies his status as the unshakable authority of the entire family. Such a picture gives us a clear
impression of young Emily: a well-protected girl who has never been exposed to the outer world. Under the control
of her father, her ego is veiled, as the dependence and fear of her father from childhood also made Emily dare not
express her voice and only follow her father's wishes. With everything centered around her father, Emily lost her
sense of self. And after her father died, she couldn't accept it. "Miss Emily met them at the door, dressed as usual and
with no trace of grief on her face. She told them that her father was not dead. She did that for three days, with the
ministers calling on her, and the doctors, trying to persuade her to let them dispose of the body". She even refused to
bury her father's body. Emily's action shows her dependence on her father; without him, she does not know how to
face life. The young Emily is just a typical weak woman in a patriarchal society.

3.2 The backlash of patriarchy: Psychological alienation in extreme acts

Here comes the question: how does she become a woman who killed her "lover"? It's just the rebound and alienation
of a woman under the patriarchal system and social order. Emily has always believed that not listening to his father's
discipline and not obeying his father's will is "rebellious" and is against the "lady model" behavior. Therefore, when
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her father was alive, Emily always repressed her feelings and had no chance to open her heart to men; "Until the
death of her father, her pent-up feelings like a floodgate, can not be stopped” (Cao, 2014). Even the gossip only
served as a catalyst for her distorted view of love. The more obstacles in front of the freed young Emily, the more
alienated she is. That's the cause of Homer Barron's death: Emily couldn't tolerate another loss of her beloved one.
She thought she had found a shelter after her father's death. She thought everything would come back as long as
another man could protect her again. Even if it means putting her in the cage called security again. Nevertheless, she
failed. The man she loved is an ambitious guy who is determined to leave. She had almost no ability to keep him
here. How could she stop a strong man? Unless the man couldn't move anymore. Until the end, Emily is still the
young lady who is eager to achieve her wish with any effort.

3.3 Mansion as metaphor, heterotopia as existence: The unclassifiable female subject

There is no denying that the destruction of humanity, the distortion of character, and the extreme psychopathy make
Emily live without fear with Homer's cold and stinking corpse until death. Her action is chilling. We cannot imagine,
let alone guess, how Emily "thought and faced people's suspicion and cold stares during her long, isolated life of
more than 40 years" (Cao, 2014). Emily's final decades, barricaded in her decaying mansion, transform her into a
living relic—a grotesque inversion of the Victorian "angel." The mansion, with its "stubborn and coquettish decay",
becomes a metaphor for her psyche: a labyrinth where patriarchal norms fester and mutate. Her self-imposed isolation
mirrors Foucault's concept of "heterotopia"—a counter-site that reflects yet contests societal norms. Here, Emily
wields power through disappearance, her very invisibility destabilizing the town's voyeuristic narratives.

3.4 Dual deconstruction: Subverting traditional female archetypes

There is no doubt that Emily is a tragic female protagonist. However, her extreme actions in order to retain love are
astonishing. This deviates from the typical portrayal of women in love, as she does not conform to the traditional
image of gentle cowardice or the awakening feminist archetype found in novels such as A Room of One's Own.
Emily's image cannot be easily categorized into either of these representations, signifying a subversion of the female
archetype.

4. The subversion of the female image
4.1 Subverting gendered archetypes: Female agency as narrative disruption

This subversion is first evident within a patriarchal society where men are often depicted as the central narrative
subjects. In literature, it may seem more plausible for a man to kill a woman for love rather than vice versa. The
concepts of "living alone," "solitude," and "murderer" typically evoke our thoughts of men rather than women. But
in this novel, these elements are attached to our protagonist, Emily. "Up to the day of her death at seventy-four, it
was still that vigorous iron-gray, like the hair of an active man". Whether the author deliberately depicts her with
manly words or not, it eventually made Emily take the place of the man. Such displacement gives us a sense of
confusion as well as a sense of amazement.

4.2 Gothic feminism and the performativity of violence

Emily's character epitomizes Gothic Feminism. Through her physical descriptions and nuanced narrative framing,
we vividly experience her transformation from a figure of pure, untainted docility to one shrouded in shadowy damp-
ness, twisted rebellion, and defiant subversion. What distinguishes Emily is that Emily draws a gray image struggling
between the transformation of the new and traditional female. In the whole novel, we always feel a sense of blur.
Such blur surrounded us as we view the people in the town, as we view Emily's love, as we view Emily (Du, 2024).
Is Emily a victim or an agent of harm? Does her violence stem purely from malice, or is it a distorted cry against the
suffocating expectations imposed upon her? We cannot definitively judge. Perhaps the true horror lies not in choosing
a side, but in recognizing how the same patriarchal structures that victimized her ultimately weaponized her despair.
As Judith Butler's theory of gender performativity reveals, Emily's "violent performance" is ultimately a tragic en-
actment of roles scripted by patriarchal norms. Her murder of Homer mimics masculine violence, yet this mimicry,
devoid of patriarchal legitimacy, mutates into grotesquerie. "Gender is a kind of imitation for which there is no orig-
inal," and Emily's performance reveals the vacuity of the original itself. Her self-immolation becomes a searing
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indictment of the Gothic South's gendered cage—a performative rebellion that simultaneously deconstructs and re-
inforces the very power structures it seeks to obliterate. An aura of disorientation clung to her, even as her actions
remained resolute, even ruthless. Yet beneath the surface, her psyche was a tempest of gnawing uncertainty. She was
ensnared in the dual prison of femininity and humanity: Why, as a woman, could she achieve so little? Why did her
deepest yearnings perpetually elude her? Trapped between these existential chasms, Emily found no path toward
liberation—only the scorching clarity of self-annihilation through destruction.

4.3 Existential chasms: The third path of resistance in patriarchal alienation

Furthermore, this societal order contributes to Emily's personal alienation and subsequent defiance against past fe-
male images—from obedience to disregard for speech, from self-denial to killing for love. Instead of crying for her
lover's departure like those pitiful women, instead of accepting the departure of her lover and starting a new inde-
pendent life as an awakened woman, she chose the third way: to kill him and keep him by her side forever. Though
we can put all the judgment on her, pointing out her cruelty, we are unable to look down upon her, as she is still a
woman with a strong will. Indeed, all the people in the town didn't think too much of her love, but she resisted the
gossip and pursued love. In all her previous lives, she had no chance to be herself. However, with love, she rediscov-
ered her value.

5. Conclusion

Emily's plight is undeniably tragic, yet there exists an absurd courage within her character: her profound love drives
her to defy conscience and moral order in pursuit of retaining affection, even at the cost of inevitable ruin. This
courage reflects not only an extreme form of oppressed helplessness but also an attempt at seizing control over one's
own life. How can you say that a person who tries his best to achieve his desires is not brave?

From "lady" to "killer" to "demon", from "elegant" to "maniacal", Emily's tragic fate is "the result of the destruction
and ravaging of women by the patriarchal society and Puritanism, a cry of women in the extremely repressed and
helpless social conditions, and a rose blooming in the process of Emily's female consciousness awakening" (Cao,
2014). In moments when Emily purchased poison, or witnessed his demise, or prepared his room for burial, did she
experience a sense of liberation from chains, a sense of satisfaction derived from utilizing her power to achieve what
she desired?
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