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Abstract 

A Rose for Emily is a classic work of American Southern literature, which tells the tragic fate of Emily. 

Based on Henry Lefebvre’s theory of space production, this paper interprets the collapse process of the 

power structure of the Old South and reveals the inevitability of Emily’s individual tragedy from the 

physical space, mental space and social space in the novel and the complex interaction among them. It 

is found that the space presented in the novel is not only the physical space formed by Emily’s closed 

house, but also the mental space formed by the traditional ideologies of the South such as patriarchy, 

the myth of the lady, and class order, and the social space formed by the small town of Jefferson, and 

the vivid interactions among the three constitute a dynamic framework that reproduces the 

disintegration and collapse of the power structure of the Old South. 
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1. Introduction 

William Faulkner (1897-1962) is a laureate of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1949, the representative 

figure of American stream-of-consciousness literature, and one of the most influential writers in the 

history of American literature. The Nobel Laureate’s citation praised him for his “because of his 

powerful and artistically unparalleled contribution to contemporary American fiction”. His book A Rose 

for Emily profoundly demonstrates the dramatic historical changes experienced by Southern society 

before and after the American Civil War by portraying the tragic fate of Emily Grierson, a typical 

character. For a long time, the academic research on this work mainly focuses on the perspectives of 

feminism, psychoanalysis, and gothic aesthetics, which, though remarkable, generally neglect the 

dynamic significance of space as a field of power struggle. Based on Lefebvre’s three-dimensional 
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dialectic, this paper reveals how Faulkner encodes the process of the collapse of the power structure of 

the Old South through the construction of a subtle space in A Rose for Emily by systematically 

analyzing the physical space, mental space and social space in the novel and the complex interactions 

among the three of them, so as to reveal the inevitability of the individual tragedy of Emily. 

Lefebvre’s space theory believes that space is fluid, breaks through the traditional understanding of 

static space, and makes it clear that space is the dynamic product and important carrier of social 

relations and power structure, which provides a new perspective for literary research. This paper 

attempts to focus on the material oppression of physical space, the ideological discipline of mental 

space, and the power negotiation process of social space in the novel through the perspective of 

Lefebvre’s space theory, so as to construct a systematic spatial interpretation framework, and to analyze 

in depth how Faulkner, through the multilevel space, reveals the deep contradictions of the social 

transition in the South. This analysis not only helps to deepen the understanding of A Rose for Emily, 

but also provides new perspectives and insights for the practice of literary criticism. 

 

2. The Theoretical Framework of Lefebvre’s Three-dimensional Dialectic 

“The field of our concern is, first, material nature, the universe; second, the psyche, including logical 

and formal abstractions; and third, society” (Lefebvre, 1991). Henri Lefebvre (Henri Lefebvre, 

1901-1991) in his masterpiece The Production of Space. The characterization of space as he mentions 

can be seen in the physical space, mental space and social space. As the most influential Marxist 

philosopher and sociologist in France in the 20th century, Lefebvre’s three-dimensional dialectic breaks 

the traditional dichotomy of space cognition, and through the perspective of dialectical materialism, 

reveals that space is essentially a dynamic “social product”, and regards space as a product of the 

dynamic interweaving of social relations, power structure and individual practice. This theoretical shift 

has prompted literary studies to shift from “narrative in space” to “spatiality of narrative”, adding a 

political economy dimension into the interpretation of spatial symbols in texts.
0
 

Physical space refers to the perceptible material environment, including buildings, streets, and urban 

layout. Physical space in the text refers to Emily’s house which is also an important material symbol of 

the power of the aristocracy in the Old South, and whose architectural features, spatial layout, and 

material state carry deep social significance. Mental space refers to the abstract order encoded by 

ideology. Through social norms and values, mental space invisibly plays a powerful role in disciplining 

and shaping individual behavioral patterns and identity perceptions, such as the “myth of the lady” in 

the Southern society that disciplines Emily. Social space is concerned with the dynamic process of 

social relations and power negotiation, such as class segregation, spatial competition and other social 

phenomena, which are spatialized social relations formed under specific historical conditions. These 

three do not exist in isolation, but drive the reproduction process of social relations through complex 

contradictory movements and interactions, constituting a complete framework for understanding the 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/sll               Studies in Linguistics and Literature                Vol. 9, No. 2, 2025 

 

89 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

production of space. Physical space provides the material basis for mental space and social space, 

mental space gives ideological connotation to physical space, and social space continuously 

reconstructs physical space and mental space through people’s practical activities. Space theory 

changes the static understanding of space in traditional literary criticism, and a dynamic perspective 

can be used to deeply grasp the historical transformation of Southern society in A Rose for Emily. 

 

3. Physical Space: The Decline of the House and the Oppression of Materiality 

Emily’s house is a material symbol of the aristocratic class in the Old South, and its architectural 

features and spatial status are rich in symbolic meaning. In the beginning of the novel, the description 

of its architectural features is very meaningful: “It was a big, squarish frame house that had once been 

white, decorated with cupolas and spire and scrolled balconies in the heavily lightsome style of the 

seventeenth century. The heavily lightsome style of the seventies”. These architectural details reflect 

the unique aesthetics of the Old Southern American, and moreover reflect the logic of power and 

cultural values inherent in the Old South. In the process of erosion and transformation of the traditional 

southern space by the wave of industrialization, industrialized symbols such as “garages” and “cotton 

gins” gradually appeared around the house, forming a strong contrast with the traditional architectural 

style of the Old South. This spatial juxtaposition and conflict between “tradition and modernity” 

vividly demonstrates the social contradictions in the period of historical transition. 

The long closure of the house create a physical space that oppresses Emily. “her house, which no one 

had seen in at least ten years”. The closed doors of the house are an outward manifestation of the 

aristocratic privilege of disdaining to interact with commoners, and the intransigence of Old South 

society in refusing to modernize and change. As Emily keeps the door closed for years without 

socializing, the interior of the house begins to “smelled of dust and disuse—a close, dank smell”. The 

worn and dusty furniture is a visual representation of class decay, foreshadowing the decay of the 

whole society. By describing changes in the material state of the house, Faulkner transforms abstract 

social change into perceptible material space, allowing readers to understand the deeper logic of 

historical change through the intuitive narrative of the material scene. 

The house also serves as a closed cage for gender oppression. Emily’s father exerts oppressive physical 

discipline on Emily by strictly controlling access to the house and banishing all potential suitors. The 

portrait of her father displayed in the living room, together with the unpolished furniture, constitutes a 

“Museum of Memory”, and by recounting the “dusty things” in the house, Faulkner attempts to depict 

Emily’s desire to utilize the stasis of her environment as a means of resisting the temporal vicissitudes 

of the outside world. Under this oppression, Emily is compelled to resist physical space, albeit in a 

somewhat distorted way: she murders Homer Barron, transforms her bedroom into a special place for 

the reversal of power, and subverts patriarchal domination through the extreme possession of a corpse. 

However, this resistance is ultimately consumed by space itself, and Emily herself becomes a tragic 
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exhibit of the violent aesthetics of the Old South. 

 

4. Mental Space: Identity Discipline and Self-Imprisonment 

The myth of the Southern lady, as a mental space co-constructed by patriarchy and class privilege, has a 

far-reaching disciplinary effect on Emily. In Southern society, women were subordinate to men in both 

social settings and family life. Women are brutally deprived of the right to speak and are in a state of 

aphasia; they have no autonomy and can only passively accept the roles in life assigned to them by the 

male-dominated society, abide by the way of womanhood, maintain chastity and elegance, and suppress 

their natural desires and emotions of life.
 
In A Rose for Emily, Emily’s father strictly prohibits her from 

engaging in free love, and the townspeople invisibly monitor Miss Emily’s every behavior from time to 

time to ensure that her status as a lady will not be affected. This pervasive mental oppression causes 

Emily to gradually internalize the code of conduct of the lady myth, transforming it into a central part 

of her self-identity. 

Having internalized the myth of lady, Emily develops a strong mental attachment to patriarchal 

symbols. After her father’s death, she insisted on claiming that “her father was not dead”, and 

American scholars Truxo and Mallier in The Family in American Culture point out that “Christian 

doctrines have been fused into family practices”. The most important ones concerned the place of the 

father and his absolute control in the family. Once she loses the shelter of her father’s authority, Emily’s 

status as a lady loses its meaning. By murdering Homer Barron and privatizing his body in order to 

reconfigure the imagined marital relationship, Emily appears to be rebelling against the myth of the 

lady, but in fact is pathologically internalizing and reproducing the logic of patriarchy. Through this 

paradoxical pattern of behavior, Faulkner demonstrates the complex mechanism of ideological 

discipline--even in the process of resistance, individuals often unconsciously reproduce the oppressive 

logic of power. 

As a mental space, the myth of the lady has been deeply rooted in the collective unconscious of 

Southern society, and even in the face of the obvious fact of violence, people still choose to interpret it 

with the established ideological framework. In the end, Emily chooses to compromise the myth of the 

lady with her death, but this does not trigger the townspeople’s reflection on the myth of the Southern 

lady, but instead gives rise to a collective romanticized mourning. The novel is titled “A Rose for 

Emily”, and the rose, as a classic symbol of Southern Romanticism, symbolizes happiness, love, and all 

that is good, even though the rose has never appeared. The townspeople glorify Emily’s murder as a 

“tragedy of faithful love”, a romanticized interpretation that satisfies the townspeople’s beautiful 

imagination of the Old South’s former glory and further exposes the hypocrisy of the Old South’s 

mental space. 
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5. Social Space: The Spatialized Practice of the Class System 

A Rose for Emily vividly shows the process of reconstruction and resistance of social space, but the 

process of reconstruction of social space is not a simple linear substitution, but a complex interaction 

full of contradictions and tensions. 

The story takes place in the small town of Jefferson, when the people living in the town have not yet 

transformed the traditional moral concepts of the South, and the whole town is still prevalent in the old 

southern culture, shrouded in heavy racism.
0
 Emily’s house is situated on the fringe of the town, and 

Faulkner flaunts the special identity and social status of the aristocratic class by setting a physical 

distance. This spatial segregation strategy is an important means of class identity reproduction, not only 

physically dividing the social class, but also symbolically reinforcing the legitimacy of class 

differences. When Miss Emily falls in love with Homer, the town thinks “Of course a Grierson would 

not think seriously of a Northerner, a day laborer”. Because an aristocratic young lady like Emily 

cannot be in love with a working class man. To be with someone from the working class, as it is not 

only a disparity of status, but also a challenge and desecration of traditional rank. 

After the death of her father, the old and new powers begin a fierce battle at the micro-space level. 

After losing her social status, Emily is subjected to constant discipline and oppression, and she attempts 

various behaviors in order to regain control of the social space. “I have no taxes in Jefferson”. Emily’s 

famous declaration nakedly demonstrates the blatant contempt and colonization of public legal space 

by aristocratic privilege. However, with the escalating tax controversy, the legal space is undergoing a 

democratizing reconfiguration, and emerging social forces are beginning to challenge the traditional 

order of privilege. In a complex game of forces in social transition, Emily begins to represent the 

southern aristocracy’s resistance to modernizing change. The appearance of Homer Barron, a northern 

foreman, in Emily’s world symbolizes the invasion of the traditional space of the South by the forces of 

industrialization, and as the townspeople’s gaze grows, Emily attempts to carry out a “cleansing ritual” 

in the social space by poisoning Homer, and she briefly regains control over the localized space when 

she purchases arsenic—She briefly regains control of the local space when she purchases arsenic, 

forcing the drugstore clerk to comply with her demands with the characteristic condescension of an 

aristocrat. 

Although the townspeople ostensibly challenge aristocratic privilege, when Emily dies, nearly all of the 

townspeople come to the funeral, believing that their own attachment to their Southern heritage will 

continue as long as Emily lives. This ambivalence reveals the complex psychology of the emerging 

bourgeoisie toward the old aristocratic culture—both resistance and fascination, denial and 

exploitation. 
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6. The Rupture of the Three-dimensional Space and the Collapse of Southern Society 

The fracture and reorganization of the three-dimensional space constitutes a complete historical 

transformation, showing the complex process of the transition of the southern society from the old 

order to the new order. 

The collapse of physical space reaches a dramatic climax at the end of the novel. At the end of the story, 

the inhabitants break into Emily’s long-enclosed house, only to find the rotting corpse of Homer Barron, 

a complete disintegration of the physical foundation of the aristocracy and the fall of the last bastion of 

the Old South. Those once symbolized the power and glory of the material carriers—“rose-shaded 

lights”, “delicate array of crystal”, “dressing table”—now exist only as relics of a bygone era. Through 

the meticulous depiction of the process of decay in physical space, Faulkner transforms abstract social 

change into concrete material reality, enabling readers to visualize the irreversibility of historical 

change. 

The process of dissolution of mental space is more insidious and profound. The romanticization of 

Emily’s story by the townspeople, ostensibly to preserve the Southern tradition, has downgraded the 

myth of the lady to a cultural commodity. Whereas the myth of the lady once had a powerful normative 

and spiritual constructive effect, it is now reduced to an empty form and a sentimental mood, losing its 

actual function of social discipline, and Emily herself is gradually reduced from “a fallen monument” 

to the talk of the townspeople after dinner. In this paper, although the ideology of the Old South has lost 

its substance, it still exists in the form of a cultural inertia, and this break between form and content 

constitutes a typical feature of the mental life of the South in the post-Civil War period. 

The reorganization of social space led to the final transformation of the power structure of the Old 

South. After Emily’s death, the social power structure of the town gradually changed, the privileged 

space of the old aristocracy was gradually “commodified” by the emerging bourgeoisie, and Emily’s 

house was quickly reduced to a “tourist attraction” for the residents of the town; the class boundaries 

that were once maintained through segregation and exclusion were now also replaced by the power of 

consumerism. Once maintained through segregation and exclusion, class boundaries are now broken by 

the power of consumerism. But this reorganization of power structure is not completed in one step, 

“They waited until Miss Emily was decently in the ground before they opened it”. Though the describe 

of waiting until Emily was buried before entering her house, suggesting that the new power relations 

still contain oppressive dimensions. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Space in literature is never just a passive background for plot development, but an active element that 

actively participates in production. Based on the perspective of Lefebvre’s spatial theory, this paper 

reinterprets A Rose for Emily to go beyond the surface storyline and then grasp the deeper 

cultural-political meanings of the text by analyzing Faulkner’s carefully constructed space for Emily in 
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the text. The complex interweaving of physical, mental, and social space constitutes a dynamic 

framework in which the process of reproduction and rupture of social relations in the South reproduces 

the collapse of power structures in the Old South. Lefebvre’s space theory not only provides a powerful 

tool for interpreting the text, but also has an important revelation for the whole field of literary 

criticism. 

 

References 

Ca, L. Y. (2009). An elegy for the South—Interpretation of Faulkner’s Novel A Rose for Emily. Journal 

of Liaoning Technical University (Social Science Edition), 11(3), 308-309. 

Lefebvre, H. (Donald Nicholson-Smith, Trans.). (1991). The Production of space. Malden: Blackwell 

Publishing. 

Song, X. Y. (2024). Lefebvre’s space theory and its poetic effect. Journal of Sichuan Vocational and 

Technical College, 34(3), 104-110. 

Su, Y. K. (2025). Discipline and Resistance: Interpretation of A Rose for Emily in the Field of Foucault’s 

Theory of Power. Yangtze River Fiction Appreciation, (08), 84-87. 

Xiang, L. L. (2018). On Faulkner’s deconstruction and reconstruction of the myth of the southern lady. 

Dngyueluncong, 39(03), 185-190. 

Xiang, L. Z. (2017). The cage that can’t escape: Interpreting A Rose for Emily from the perspective of 

time and space. Anhui Literature (the second half of the month), (10), 28-30. 

Yuan, M. M. (2018). The Decline of the Southern Aristocratic Class and the Collapse of Lady’s Moral 

Outlook-Analyzing the Symbolism of Emily’s Tragic Character in A Rose for Emily. Science and 

Education Guide, (10), 150-152. 

Zhang, C. (2008). Anthology of American Literature. Shanghai: Fudan University Press. 

Zheng, B. Q. (2016). Keywords of western literary theory: Space. Foreign Literature, (01), 89-97. 


