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Rethinking the 1980s Feminist theory of Total Retreat of Labor:
From Maria Mies’s Subsistence Perspective
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[Abstract]

From 1980s to today, women’s conditions have changed. A monolithic image of woman as a housewife has disinte-
grated, and, as women increasingly became waged workers, the problems of poverty and economic gap among women
emerged. Meanwhile, subsistence labor (the basis of reproduction of life), which was embedded in housework, has been
commodified in the global capitalist economy. This paper rethinks, from Maria Mies’s concept of “subsistence perspec-
tive”, the theory of “total retreat of labor” proposed by Kano Mikiyo in 1985, which considered to be a turning point in
Japanese feminism. Kano’s historical study of the home front during World War II grappled with the role of women as
active perpetrator in the war, and she used a similarly critical framework to analyze the process by which women entered
the labor market and became waged workers. This paper demonstrates how Kano’s argument questioned the subjectifica-

tion of women under global neoliberalism.
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