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Abstract:

Sayaka Murata’s 2018 novel Convenience Store Woman is often read as a quirky, unsettling satire of late-
stage capitalism and gendered labour. Its protagonist, Keiko Furukura, stands entirely outside the expected
milestones of adult life, rendering her a bizarre anomaly to her family and peers. However, shifting the
critical lens toward contemporary disability studies—specifically the concept of the "capacity of
incapacity"—reveals a completely different narrative architecture. Keiko’s so-called "incapacity" is not a
biological deficit; it is a matter of geography. By mapping her movements between the hostile,
unstructured social world and the hyper-regulated microcosm of the Hiiromachi Station Smile Mart, I
argue that her divergence transforms into a highly specialised capacity when placed in the right
environment. Murata’s text actively dismantles the medical model of disability, framing "normalcy" as an
exhausting, socially constructed performance rather than a biological baseline. Through an analysis of
Keiko’s masking strategies and spatial negotiations, this paper explores how the novel redefines
neurodivergent agency, positioning the convenience store as a rare, accessible ecosystem engineered for
survival.
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1. Introduction: The Geography of the Deviant Mind

When you open Sayaka Murata’s Convenience Store Woman, you step immediately into a space governed
by absolute, mechanical rhythm. The automated door chime, the humming drink coolers, the strictly
choreographed greetings of the staff—it all merges into a predictable order that anchors the protagonist,
Keiko Furukura. At thirty-six, Keiko has worked the exact same part-time retail job for eighteen years.
She has never dated, hasn't pursued a "real" career, and consistently fails to intuitively grasp the unwritten
social scripts that dictate daily life in contemporary Japan. Naturally, her family and former classmates
look at her as a problem that needs fixing. They want her cured.

But reading Keiko simply as an alienated victim of the modern world misses what the character is actually
doing. It ignores the deliberate, albeit unconventional, agency she carves out within her chosen
environment. My analysis shifts away from traditional Marxist readings to view Murata's novel through
the lens of the "capacity of incapacity." This framework suggests that neurological traits historically
categorised as deficits can actually operate as unique capacities when the structural environment allows
it. Keiko’s failure to absorb the emotional demands of a neurotypical society isn't a malfunction of her
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brain. It is the inevitable friction that occurs when a neurodivergent person is forced to navigate a neuro-
normative world.

We can ground this reading in Michael Oliver’s foundational work in disability studies. Oliver (1990)
established the social model by arguing that "disability... is all the things that impose restrictions on
disabled people; ranging from individual prejudice to institutional discrimination, from inaccessible public
buildings to unusable transport systems" (p. 33). If we apply this model to cognitive difference, the Smile
Mart stops being just a site of corporate exploitation. Instead, it functions as an accessible, accommodating
space that temporarily lifts the restrictions Oliver describes. Murata isn’t just writing about a weird retail
worker; she is challenging how we measure human capability and autonomy.

2. Beyond Labour: Bridging Feminism and Crip Theory

To fully grasp Keiko’s specific type of agency, we have to look at the gaps in how critics usually talk about
this book. Most of the academic conversation leans heavily on critiques of modern labour structures. It’s
easy to see why—the novel is a razor-sharp satire of how the modern workforce grinds people down and
consumes their identities.

Feminist readings take this further, pointing out that Keiko is crushed between the demands of economic
productivity and reproductive futurism. In a culture that relentlessly ties a woman’s success to marriage
and motherhood, Keiko’s existence as an older, single retail worker makes her a target for intense social
policing. Her sister and friends don't just judge her lifestyle; they medicalise it. They treat her lack of
romantic interest as a symptom of a deep illness.

Those labour and gender analyses are important, but they usually skip over the actual mechanics of Keiko's
cognitive difference. Bringing disability studies into the conversation sharpens the picture considerably.
Alison Kafer (2013), a leading voice in feminist, queer, and crip studies, notes that in a normative society,
disability is almost always read as "the sign of no future, or at least no desired future" (p. 3). This perfectly
captures the panic of Keiko's family. They look at her static life at the convenience store and see a tragic
dead end, completely unable to recognise it as a sustainable, functional present. Building on Kafer, we can
see how Keiko engineers her own survival. She exploits the rigid, algorithmic rules of retail labour
specifically to bypass the impossible barriers of neurotypical engagement.

3. The Clinic and the Playground: Constructing "Incapacity"

Keiko’s internal logic has run counter to the emotional expectations of her community since she was a
child. Murata sets up this divergence early with a few darkly funny flashbacks. In one scene, a young
Keiko finds a dead bird in the park. While the other kids and their mothers cry over it, Keiko looks at the
corpse, remembers her father loves yakitori, and suggests they take it home to grill. In another scene, a
violent fight breaks out between two boys at school. Teachers are screaming for someone to stop it, so
Keiko walks over, grabs a spade, and hits one of the boys over the head. It’s a hyper-literal, ruthlessly
efficient solution to the problem she was presented with.

Keiko isn’t being malicious. She is applying strict, utilitarian logic to situations that are tangled up in
complex emotional rules she doesn't naturally feel. The backlash from society, however, is swift. She is
labelled dangerous and fundamentally broken. The clinical gaze of her teachers and doctors locks onto
her, actively hunting for a way to fix her aberrant mind.

The weight of this scrutiny eventually pushes Keiko into voluntary silence. She realises that her genuine
instincts terrify the people she loves, so she simply stops initiating action. Her so-called "incapacity" in
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the outside world is entirely constructed by an environment that refuses to meet her halfway. The neuro-
normative world demands a constant, exhausting translation of subtext, tone, and social hierarchy. Lacking
the innate hardware to process these signals effortlessly, Keiko is paralysed in the traditional social sphere.
People look at her and see an empty vessel.

4. The Employee Manual as a Social Prosthetic

If the unstructured social world disables Keiko, the Hiiromachi Station Smile Mart does the exact opposite.
It is a site of hyper-capacity. When Keiko finds the store as a young woman, she is handed a uniform and
a corporate training manual. For the very first time in her life, the chaotic, confusing rules of being a
human are explicitly written down on paper.

In a very practical sense, the employee manual acts as a social prosthetic. It tells her exactly how to stand,
what phrases to use, the precise pitch her voice should hit when a customer walks in, and what facial
expression matches which interaction. Inside this highly regulated ecosystem, ambiguity is dead. Keiko
doesn't have to guess at the emotional temperature of a room anymore; she just runs the algorithmic
responses the manual dictates.

Here, the "capacity of incapacity" becomes obvious. Her tolerance for repetition, her granular attention to
sensory details, and her ability to emotionally detach make her an apex convenience store employee. While
her neurotypical coworkers complain about the robotic, mind-numbing demands of the job, Keiko thrives.
She tracks subtle shifts in the store's temperature, predicts customer rushes based on humidity levels, and
syncs her body entirely to the needs of the physical space.

Murata effectively flips the traditional Marxist critique on its head. Yes, the corporation demands total
submission. But for a neurodivergent person who has been locked out of basic personhood by mainstream
society, the store offers a clear, achievable metric for belonging. Putting on the uniform grants her a
recognised identity. It acts as a shield. The incapacity she experiences in the outside world is seamlessly
translated into a masterful, specialised capacity within the architectural boundaries of the Smile Mart.

5. Masking and the Exhausting Labour of Normalcy

Even with her absolute competence at work, Keiko is painfully aware that society considers a thirty-six-
year-old part-timer a failure. To survive the judgmental interrogations of her acquaintances, she engages
in the heavy labour of "masking"—a common tactic among neurodivergent people where they consciously
perform neurotypical traits to avoid ostracisation.

Robert McRuer’s work helps us understand the immense weight of this performance. McRuer (2006)
argues that "able-bodiedness, even more than heterosexuality, still largely masquerades as the nonidentity,
as the natural order of things" (p. 1). Keiko’s exhausting performance exposes just how fabricated this
"natural order" really is. She literally builds her personality out of the fragmented traits of her coworkers.
She mimics the speech patterns and adopts the fashion choices of a colleague named Izumi, realising that
if she simply copies the superficial markers of the herd, they will leave her alone.

The character of Shiraha—a deeply misogynistic, lazy former coworker—serves as a brilliant foil here.
Shiraha is also an outcast failing to meet societal expectations. But unlike Keiko, who meticulously labours
every day to maintain her mask, Shiraha feels entitled to social privilege simply because he was born male.
When Keiko lets Shiraha move into her apartment to create the illusion of a relationship and get her family
off her back, the hypocrisy of normative society is on full display. Her friends are overjoyed that she is
finally living with a man. They completely ignore the fact that Shiraha is abusive, refuses to work, and
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leeches off her income. To them, the mere appearance of a heterosexual partnership is enough to declare
Keiko "cured." It becomes clear that society would much rather accept a toxic, fabricated normalcy than
a genuinely content, functional neurodivergent life.

6. Rejecting the Cure

The climax of the book forces Keiko to choose between her genuine capacity and society’s demand for
assimilation. Bullied by Shiraha into quitting the convenience store to find a "respectable" job, Keiko
leaves the Smile Mart. The result is disastrous. Stripped of her sensory environment, her uniform, and her
manual, she rapidly deteriorates. She loses her sense of time, stops eating properly, and fades into a
passive, physical void.

This rapid decline proves that her so-called "cure"—forcing her into the normative domestic and corporate
spheres—is actually what disables her. The normative world incapacitates Keiko by severing her from the
only environment where she actually has agency.

On her way to an interview for a standard corporate job, Keiko ducks into another convenience store to
use the restroom. The moment she walks in, she experiences a visceral awakening. Without even thinking,
she starts reorganising the shelves, her body responding instinctively to the familiar sounds and rhythms.
In this triumphant moment, she finally rejects the cure. She realises she isn't meant to be a human woman
in the way society demands; she is a "convenience store worker," a distinct creature born of that specific
ecosystem. By choosing the store over the approval of her peers, she fully embraces her "capacity of
incapacity." She acknowledges that while she might be incompatible with the outside world, she is
perfectly adapted to this one.

7. Conclusion

Sayaka Murata’s Convenience Store Woman pushes far beyond a quirky critique of modern alienation. It
is a vital text for understanding the intersections of space, labour, and cognitive divergence. By analysing
Keiko Furukura through the framework of the "capacity of incapacity," we uncover a powerful narrative
about neurodivergent survival.

Murata tears down the medical model of disability, exposing "normalcy" as an elaborate, heavily policed
performance rather than an inherent biological truth. Keiko’s journey lays bare the immense, invisible
labour required of divergent individuals to mask their nature just to survive in a world that wasn't built for
them. The convenience store, with all its rigid corporate rules, proves that capacity is always contextual.
When an environment provides the right structural support—even if that support looks like a retail
manual—what society deems a deficit can transform into unassailable competence. Convenience Store
Woman asks us to look beyond the clinic and the expected milestones of adult life, urging us to recognise
the brilliant, diverse ways marginalised people forge their own capacities to survive.
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