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Short Story Analysis: “A Rose for Emily”


Faulkner’s stream of consciousness story, “A Rose for Emily” focuses on the traditions of the old South and its reluctance to let go of the past. Faulkner achieves his point of view through his usage of local color, focusing on the out of date customs of the old South, and absurd situations. Even though Faulkner does not provide a chronological sequence in his story he gives the reader a semblance of a time frame by separating the story into sections. Notably, the separation permits the readers to think about the events that occurred and this gave a perception that the information that was received failed to align with the previous timeline. Faulkner’s style of writing makes it difficult to understand the entire story without reading it from beginning to end. It is not until he has finished that the reader may have some sort of idea as to the real order of events. Because he writes in this method Faulkner adds suspense to the story in the idea that the reader not only does not know where they are in time but the reader does not also know what may happen next in the story line. 


The whole idea of an old Southern woman being allowed to live in her home without paying taxes or having to actually answer to any of the authorities is in itself ridiculous. While the town obviously has respect for Miss Emily it is hard to believe that they would not confront her about anything such as forcing her to pay taxes or take care of her home. Faulkner’s characterization of the way that the towns-people treat Miss Emily makes it appear as if she were still a rich woman and that the town was almost afraid of Miss Emily and what she could do to them town if they forced her to obey the laws. Faulkner’s depiction of this is such an exaggeration of the way that the old South used to behave that it is almost unbelievable. The idea that an entire town would be afraid to insult a poor old woman who lived alone in a decrepit house only makes sense because the reader must assume that the town is a small Southern area that must have at one point depended upon the family for income. At one point in time Miss Emily’s family must have been somewhat prestigious if the town is willing to play along with Miss Emily’s idea of reality and believe that she should still be respected as she once was. Pertaining to Miss Emily the town acts as if the South is the same as it once was and Miss Emily is still wealthy and an influential part of the town. Moreover, Faulkner’s description of Miss Emily’s reaction to her father’s death was so over the top that the readers have no choice but ask, “Is Miss Emily simply crazy?” The fact that the town brushed it off as nothing more than Miss Emily being overly sentimental for her father made the story even more unrealistic. No one in the town questioned if Miss Emily had gone insane, they simply believed that because she had nothing but her father that she was attached to him and did not want to admit that he was dead. While this idea may seem somewhat plausible the fact that the towns-people did not see it as a sign to what Miss Emily’s character was truly like made the story more difficult to understand and believe. Throughout the story Faulkner focuses on the idea that the town was afraid of Miss Emily not because they believed she was insane or that she was stuck in the past, but simply because of her social standing in the town. There a mixture of both fear and respect that the southern territories could have collapsed eventually. Conversely, the South had not fallen than Miss Emily would have old money and there would be a reason to pay her so much respect. However, the truth was that Miss Emily was no better than a pauper when it came to her financial standings yet the town treated her as if she were an amazingly wealthy woman. That’s a slight over exaggeration. The whole story is riddled with concepts that make the reader stop and think who’s crazier, Miss Emily or the town? 


Faulkner focuses on the old customs of the South that in today’s society are lost. He concentrates on things that today would be out of place and lost on most of the population. The fact that the townspeople do not want to blatantly confront Miss Emily about the odor emanating from her home and instead choose to secretly take care of the problem shows how the town not only respected Miss Emily but was still caught up in the idea that Miss Emily was better than the rest of the town. The heads of the town still believed that there was a hierarchy that they must follow. Even though the town attempted to evolve by using house numbers, paving the sidewalks, and having more industry in the town, they did not find it completely necessary to force Miss Emily into the times and update her as well as the rest of the town. Because Faulkner has Miss Emily’s character blatantly focused on the past, the rest of the town had difficulty moving away from the past and towards the future. 

Faulkner brings out the local color of the town by focusing on scenes like the one with Miss Emily and the pharmacist, and also the scenes that show the way that the town gossips about everything Miss Emily does or does not do. The reader can easily picture the small rural Southern town in which everyone knows everything that is going on, or at least believes they know what was being conducted. Further, because Faulkner portrays the women of the town as the “chatty hen type,” the reader automatically knows that this is the sort of place where if something were to happen, it would spread like wildfire, and the entire town would know about it before the day was over. This characterization of women is most commonly associated with the old South and their way of doing things. The actions conducted by Miss Emily were meant to show the community members that she was sane as evidenced by the friendship she developed with Homer Barron. In the story, Faulkner uses the women’s gossip to aid in telling the story from different angles. When Miss Emily was escorting Homer around the community, the townspeople looked at it as if she were doing it because she was of the upper class and it was her duty. However, Faulkner quickly turns it around and had the townspeople think that she were misinformed about Homer, since it was said that Homer “Liked men,” and she became the topic of pity instead of respect and admiration. 

The old Southern tradition of respecting the elders also comes into play by showing how the South was unwilling to let go of the past. The fact that the town does not fully want to move into the future is prominent in Miss Emily’s character. If the town did not have the old Southern traditions and morals still ingrained in their lives, than it is hard to believe that they would have put up with Miss Emily and treated her the way that they did. Faulkner also shows the old, outdated traditions and beliefs of the town by focusing on the role of the Blacks in the story. The times made it so that Blacks were supposed to be treated a little better than they were; however, in a small town, they were still treated like dogs and scapegoats. Faulkner emphasizes this idea when the pharmacist makes the black boy deliver the arsenic to Miss Emily so that the he would be the one to get in trouble if something went wrong. Also, the way that Toby was treated throughout the story shows how the town is having a hard time breaking away from the old traditions and ways of the South. The local color of the town was predominant in the way that the blacks were treated and the idea of the town being a small rural town in which gossip is the main topic of most conversations and the old hierarchy of the rich and poor was still in a roundabout way in place. 


Faulkner makes this idea apparent in the story through the local color of the town and the use of the out-of-date customs and traditions. He also makes the story more interesting and even more obvious that the town and Miss Emily are stuck in the past by making the story completely over-the-top and absurd. Additionally, tradition is a major part of any town or group of people. Faulkner makes this idea apparent by the way his characters make Miss Emily to be a tradition herself. The old ideals of the South are preserved in Miss Emily, making it impossible for the town to move on as long as Miss Emily is alive. In this way, the town had an excuse to still believe that the old ways of the South were important and needed to be upheld. Miss Emily’s death in the story is a metaphor for the death of the old customs and outdated traditions of the South. 

