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Strong Women in the Red-Light District:

The Experiences of Life in a Brothel Depicted in Matsumura Koyoko's Jigoku no Hangyakusha (1929)

YAMBE Yuhei

In the beginning of Jigoku no Hangyakusha (A Rebel in
Hell), Utako, the main character of the novel, is questioning
herself about the many problems of the brothel: exploitation
by the owner, the rule of unquestioning obedience by the sex
workers, etc. Then she starts to imagine the faces of her col-
leagues and thinks about who should she consult with.

Jigoku no Hangyakusha, serial novel written by Matsu-
mura Kyoko (?-1993)., was published in "Nyonin Geijutsu"
(Womens™ Art) from April to September, 1929. While the
anti-prostitution movement and the labor movement were
growing in the late 1920s, Matsumura escaped from a brothel
in Nagoya and later became an activist in the labor move-
ment.

'The novel was based on Matsumura’s own personal experi-
ence, however, in contrast with other sex workers' memoirs at
that time, such as Mori Mitsuko's famous memoir Ko6my6 ni
Megumu-hi Hatsumise kara Dasshutsu made (1926), Mat-
sumura did not use the first person pronoun to depict her
experience. Instead she created the main character Utako,
and the novel is written from Utako's point of view. Utako
actively asked colleagues to unite to improve working condi-
tions. Jigoku no Hangyakusha was not only a historical testi-
mony of a sex worker but also an interesting and imaginative

narrative about resistance and solidarity among sex workers.

31

Although Jigoku no Hangyakusha is one of the first novels
in modern Japan about brothels written by a sex worker, it has
not received much attention from Women’s Studies scholars
in Japan until recently. Thus, focusing on the novel Jigoku no
Hangyakusha, this paper explores what Matsumura was aim-
ing to express through writing the novel. I will also consider
what the significance was for Matsumura to re-tell her stories

of life in the brothel from Utako's point of view.



