“Lonely Woman”
By Takako Takahashi
Conflict in a story is a problem to be overcome. It can be internal (a character is struggling to overcome
something inside of him or herself-- usually a physical or personality trait), or it can be external (a character
is struggling to overcome something outside of him or herself-- society, nature, or another character).
Conflict is not always resolved (resolution, or outcome) successfully, and there can (and usually is) more
than one conflict in a work of fiction.
DIRECTIONS: Using the following as a template, map out the most important conflicts for the
woman in Takako Takahashi’s “Lonely Woman.” Connect the conflicts with lines that explain how
they relate. If turned in after 9/15, do a second conflict map using the supplemental Takahashi story
“Doll Love” if you do not want to lose the 20 points.
Conflict: Internal (the woman is self-destructive)
How this drives the plot: She can only see herself as an
extension of her relationship with the man, and rather
than learn to live without him, she begins to actively
will her own self-destruction.
Representative quote: “Although the woman would have
liked to abandon [the man’s belongings], she could
not, and even her own belongings and the place itself
became repugnant to her. [...] She felt she would like
to burn it all-- the man’s things, and her own, and the
place. If she too were to burn up with them, she
thought, so much the better” (4).
Resolution: Whether one views the fire at the end of the
story as real or part of the dream, the last image is of
the woman passively accepting her own annihilation.
She prefers this to a life without the man.
Lesson: Women learn to see themselves as existing within
narrowly confined limits and discipline themselves
when they stray outside these boundaries.

The woman’s
selfdestructive
impulses lead
her to desire
a selfdestructive
relationship.

The woman craves experiences that
are unnatural, unhealthy, and lifedenying.

Conflict: External (the woman vs. nature)
How this drives the plot: In the central metaphor of the story,
the woman expresses a masochistic desire to deny herself
pleasure, subsisting on the scraps and leftovers from the
man. While she is in the relationship, she exhibits a
perverse health that mirrors her desires, but after the man
leaves, this drive toward death becomes acute, and she
begins to will her own destruction (even as she fears it).
Representative quote: “‘Go ahead and have some,’ the man
said, taking [an oyster] from the center of the large plate,
dropping it with a clatter on the small plate before him, and
trickling lemon juice over it. ‘Mm,’ she replied, [taking]
pleasure in not reaching for one” (8).
Resolution: The woman starves herself when she is with the
man, and starves herself when she leaves (but is no longer
able to gain sustenance from the denial). At the end, she
longs to be consumed in fire (and may, in fact, die in a
house fire-- depending on whether the reader sees the end
as literal or metaphorical).
Lesson: Identities constructed around passivity and submission
are unhealthy and self-destructive.

Absent a socially
acceptable role, the woman
wills her own destruction.

Conflict: External (the woman vs. the man)
How this drives the plot: The woman desires a continuation of
a relationship that is no more. This is less because of any
great love she feels for the man, and more to satisfy the
woman’s compulsive need to adopt the submissive role to
the man’s dominant authority.
Representative quote: “How many times had she been unable
to refrain from saying things like ‘I’d be better off without
you!’ and meaning them. And one day when she had again
been unable to restrain herself, the man had replied “So it
seems, doesn’t it?” and left. The remorse she felt afterward
had been painful” (2).
Resolution: The man never returns, and the woman is too
fragile to construct an autonomous identity.
Lesson: Male/female relationships in patriarchal societies are
defined by the pressure to conform to narrowly prescribed
roles. The negative effects of this fall disproportionately on
women.

The woman cannot
conceive of fulfilling
any role other than
the one that society
has chosen for her.

The woman’s
socially
constructed
identity is
expressed
through a
range of
masochistic
desires.

Within the relationship,
the woman and the
man embrace selfdestructive gender
roles.

Conflict: External (the woman vs. society)
How this drives the plot: The woman’s identity is
socially constructed to deny her the possibility of
autonomy-- to the point that she actively seeks
self-destructive relationships that confirm her
inferiority, and when she falls short of the norm,
her self-loathing causes her to actively wish for
her own destruction.
Representative quote: “Once, at her wit’s end with
the unreasonableness of her own sense of taste,
she raptly imagined the man to be standing just
beyond the grillwork partition devouring a chicken
thigh, then tearing the stripped bones apart at the
joint and throwing the pieces in to her, so that
suddenly she felt she heard the sound as it hit
the floor” (14).
Resolution: none; she is a static character who never
is never able to transcend the role that society
has created for her; this leads to increasing
alienation and a deteriorating mental state.
Lesson: Societal norms construct identities that deny
women the ability to actively choose their own
lives, and if they cannot accommodate their
narrow choice of roles, they are conditioned to
actively hate themselves.

