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This paper argues that the dialogues of Emily Grierson in William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily” systematically
and profoundly violate H.P. Grice’s Cooperative Principle and its component maxims: Quantity, Quality, Relation,
and Manner, which is not merely a manifestation of her personal eccentricity but also a powerful linguistic act of
resistance. Through her non-cooperative speeches, Emily asserts her autonomy, defies the probing and judgmental
gaze of her community, and maintains the integrity of her isolated world. Ultimately, she symbolizes the Old

South’s desperate, tragic, and often grotesque struggle against the inevitable forces of change and modernization.
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Introduction

William Faulkner (1897-1962), who was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1949, is considered to be
“the great experimentalist among twentieth-century novelists” (Hellstrém, 1950, Para. 3) . Published in Forum
on April 30, 1930, “A Rose for Emily” is one of his earliest and most celebrated short stories, presenting a
haunting portrait of Emily Grierson, a lady from an old aristocratic family who becomes a relic of the past in a
changing American South.

One of the most striking narrative features of “A Rose for Emily” lies in its “use of first person plural
narrator and multiple voices and perspectives” (Huang, 2023, p. 652). Faulkner has used a communal voice
which is defined by Lanser as “a spectrum of practices that articulate either a collective voice or a collective of
voices that share narrative authority” (Lanser, 1992, p. 21). Dialogues in “A Rose for Emily” can be categorized
into three types: collective dialogue and town gossip, one-sided, non-responsive dialogue, and functional and
expository dialogue. However, only two dialogues involve Emily, which can be seen as a form of
foregrounding, meaning “giving unusual prominence to one element or property of a TEXT, relative to other
less noticeable aspects” (Baldick, 2001, p. 100). The subsequent section of this article will provide a detailed
analysis of the foregrounded dialogues of Emily, which can be regarded as primary sites of her conflict with the
town of Jefferson.
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To analyze the conflict, we turn to H.P. Grice’s Cooperative Principle, which can be summarized as follows:
“Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted
purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged” (Grice, 1991, p. 26). Grice proposed that
conversations function effectively when participants adhere to a cooperative framework, guided by four maxims:
Quantity (be sufficiently informative), Quality (be truthful and honest), Relation (stay relevant to the topic), and
Manner (be clear and concise) (Grice, 1991, pp. 26-27). It has been observed that Emily Grierson’s speech acts
deliberately violate these maxims, revealing a strategic “collapse of cooperation”, indicating her refusal to submit

to societal norms and change, mirroring the Old South’s futile resistance.

Extreme Violations of Grice’s Maxims in Emily Grierson’s Dialogues

This section examines Emily’s only two instances of direct speech: her conversations with the town
aldermen regarding taxes and with the druggist concerning the purchase of arsenic. These brief yet densely
packed dialogues reveal significant insights through her clear departure from conversation rules. Emily’s
interactions with the town’s representatives are typical examples in violating Grice’s maxims, showcasing her
calculated disregard for these norms.

Violation of Relation and Quantity: The Tax Notice Episode

When the new generation of town officials confronts Emily about her taxes, their question is direct and
pertinent. Emily’s response constitutes a clear violation of the Relation and Quantity maxims.

Despite the officials’ patient explanation that she must pay taxes according to the new government’s
statute, Emily insisted that “I have no taxes in Jefferson. Colonel Sartoris explained it to me. Perhaps one of
you can access the city records and satisfy yourselves” (Faulkner, 1942, p. 6), entirely disregarding the fact that
“Colonel Sartoris had been dead for nearly a decade” (Faulkner, 1942, p. 6). No matter how the officials tried to
persuade her, Emily just mechanically repeated “See Colonel Sartoris.” “I have no taxes in Jefferson” (Faulkner,
1942, p. 6).

Emily’s statement is irrelevant to the officials’ assertion and the fact that Colonel Sartoris has been
deceased for almost ten years, thus violating the maxim of Relation. She provides less information than required,
ignoring the fact that the arrangement was informal and non-binding and then abruptly ends the conversation,
leaving no room for negotiation. This violation of the Quantity maxim is not merely a breach of conversational
norms but a symbolic stand against the modern world’s legalistic demands, reflecting her determination to
maintain control over her life and resist change.

Violation of Quantity, Quality, Relation and Manner: The Arsenic Purchase

The most striking violations of the Cooperative Principle occurs when Emily purchases arsenic. The
druggist’s inquiry into its purpose, such as “For rats and such?” and “what you are going to use it for” (Faulkner,
1942, p. 9), is both socially expected and legally required. Emily, however, violates the maxim of Manner by
refusing to answer, instead silencing him with her icy stare that forces his compliance.

Moreover, by refusing to provide the “purpose”, Emily makes her response less informative than required.
She repeats “what” she wants but omits the crucial “why”. The total information she gives is insufficient for the
conversation’s goal. However, by ignoring the question and repeating her initial demand, Emily treats this highly
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relevant question as if it were irrelevant or an interruption. Therefore, Emily’s dialogue primarily violates the
maxim of Quantity by not providing enough information, and secondarily violates the Maxim of relation by not
responding to a relevant question.

Subsequently, the dialogue between the pharmacist and Emily also violates the maxim of Quality, owing to
their mutual effort. Emily does not verbally violate the maxim of Quality in this episode. She never explicitly lies
about her purpose; she simply refuses to state it. Ironically, ultimately overpowered by Miss Emily’s
non-cooperation, the pharmacist is forced to violate the maxim of Quality on her behalf by writing “For rats” on
the box, a clear untruth that serves as a legal cover for her likely sinister intent. This act underscores how Emily’s
violations of other maxims push a cooperative party into breaking principles themselves. Her refusal to cooperate
in conversation is not a weakness but a powerful tool she uses to assert her will and defy social and legal norms,
creating the scene’s chilling effect.

Symbolic Significance: Beyond Eccentricity

Beyond mere eccentricity, Emily’s systematic non-cooperation in conversation carries profound symbolic
weight.

Firstly, her deliberate defiance of social and conversational norms symbolizes her assertion of Grierson
superiority. Though no longer wealthy, her family’s fading authority reflects the old hierarchy’s lingering claim
to power.

Secondly, Emily’s resistance epitomizes the Old South’s struggle against modernity. While Jefferson
evolves, symbolizing progress with its new mayors and sidewalks, her unwavering adherence to Colonel
Sartoris’ outdated rules becomes a metaphor for the South’s broader, tragic refusal to adapt to the post-Civil War
world.

Finally, her defiance of conversational norms mirrors the solipsism of trauma. As her world crumbles—her
father’s death, Homer Barron’s abandonment, her family’s downfall—external reality loses all meaning. She
retreats into a private realm ruled by her own logic, culminating in the story’s grim conclusion.

Conclusion

By applying Grice’s Cooperative Principle to conduct a detailed conversation analysis, this study reveals
that Emily Grierson’s deliberately unconventional dialogues serve as a calculated barrier, shielding her from
societal demands through a refusal to cooperate. Her extreme violations of the maxims of Quantity, Quality,
Relation, and Manner are not communication failures but deliberate acts of resistance. By refusing to participate
in the communal discourse of Jefferson, she does not gossip, explain herself, or participate in town life, but
withdraws herself entirely from the town’s social narrative. Ironically, this very seclusion makes her the central
object of fascination for the community.

Emily’s “collapse of cooperation” is profoundly symbolic, reflecting the tragedy of an individual and a
culture clinging to a dead past. Her choice to isolate herself and adhere to a self-defined truth, rather than
embracing the compromises of the present, underscores her resistance to change. In this sense, her voice, or rather,
her refusal to engage cooperatively, becomes the ultimate rose—a strange, preserved, and morbid monument to
resistance.
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