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This thesis’ purpose is to offer a philosophical interpretation of Kaneko Fumiko’ s thought and actions
and to investigate how her outlook differed from that of Max Stirner (1806—1856), her greatest influence

by deploying concepts from contemporary philosophy and psychoanalysis

Kaneko Fumiko (1903-1926) was a nihilist-egoist anarchist in Japan, active during the Taisho era
(1912-1927). She is best known for having ties and cooperating with Koreans in Japan, most notably with
her lover Park Yeol (1902-1974), and for getting arrested and convicted of high treason for allegedly
participating in a plot with Park to assassinate Crown Prince Hirohito (1901-1989). While it is true
that Park proposed such an action, the plan never went beyond a failed attempt to procure explosives,
so the accusation’s basis was weak, and many researchers today point out that it was a show trial to
create an excuse and justify the anti—-Korean and anti-socialist massacre that followed the Great Kanto
Earthquake in 1923. Despite Park’s plot not going beyond wishful thinking, it was enough for the
authorities to frame it as evidence of the supposedly actual danger posed by Koreans. Kaneko and Park
were found guilty of high treason and sentenced to death in 1926, although the sentence was soon commuted
to life imprisonment due to a royal pardon, which Kaneko firmly rejected. She died in prison the same

year, yet whether the cause of death was suicide or murder remains undetermined

Kaneko’ s anarchism was greatly influenced by egoism, an extremely individualistic philosophy formulated
by the 19th-century German philosopher Max Stirner. Stirner argues that individuals have often
compromised their individuality and independence by identifying with abstract ideas, which he calls

‘phantasms’, such as goodness, man/woman, God, nation, society or human. By internalising and
identifying oneself with such ideas, one compromises their one—-of-a-kind, irreducible uniqueness and
takes on the values, norms and behavioural patterns prescribed by the generic idea. Furthermore, one
abandons their individual self-interest by adopting the interests promoted by this abstraction, such as
going to war to fight and die for a nation. Put in Stirner’s terms, one becomes ‘possessed by a
phantasm’ and hence conforms to social authority. To avoid such a self-denying fate, Stirner advocates
for becoming an egoist by rejecting all (external) authority and practising ‘ownness’ . If one owns
oneself, one rejects identifying with any abstract idea but only follows one’s own self-interest as an
individual and uses objects, ideas or other individuals as ‘property’ for the realisation of one’s
self-interest and the increase of one’ s enjoyment. However, while an egoist should prioritise and pursue
their individual self-interests, one must not be carried away by any passion or desire to an excessive
point where it would ultimately lead to self-harm or self-destruction, which is also a form of self-

denial. Hence, self-control and self-mastery are essential for egoism.

While Kaneko acknowledges great admiration for Stirner’ s philosophy, I argue that she goes beyond egoism.
In a letter she penned in prison, she admits that the egoistic thing to do was to break up with Park

since she confesses that Park unilaterally made decisions without her consent which led to their




imprisonment. She became a sacrifice in someone else’s ploy, which according to egoism implies that she
did not own herself and thus needed to leave Park to asser her ownness. However, she concludes the
letter with the opposite statement: instead of distancing herself from Park and potentially saving her
skin, she reaffirms her love for Park and accepts all the consequences that follow this act, such as a
likely death penalty. From the standpoint of egoism, one could describe her action as that of being

possessed by an excessive passion and thus the opposite of ownness

However, I argue that Kaneko enacted fidelity to herself that transcended egoism’ s confines by embracing
her excessive desire. I explain my position by referring to the psychoanalytic theory of Jacques Lacan
(1901-1981) and philosophers influenced by Lacan, most notably Slavoj Zizek (1949-), Mari Ruti
(1964—2023), Alenka Zupancic (1966—) and Todd McGowan (1967—). According to Lacan, everyone possesses
an ego, which is one’ s image of oneself and one’s particular position within a broader social structure

The ego plays an important role in situating the individual in a broader social structure by allotting
to them a particular role and position within it. Moreover, the acceptance of one’s social position
enables the individual to navigate through social situations by recognising and following rules that
regulate this structure. In other words, it helps individuals internalise social authority. The ego thus
performs the role of helping individuals lead a life within certain parameters that sustain social and
the individual’s own stability. Nevertheless, the ego is only just an image and not the individual
itself, even though it is misrecognised as such. I argue that the Stirnean egoist does not escape such
an image, which is most evident in the emphasis on self-mastery—an image of a whole, autonomous and
self-sufficient individual. While the egoist recognises no authority except oneself, this self is an
image and, as such, something (covertly) external and alien to the individual it is supposed to represent

Hence, by acknowledging only oneself as the sole authority, the egoist unconsciously submits oneself to
an external authority, thus negating and contradicting its basic premise of not acknowledging any
external authority. Consequently, egoism also erects its own rules that prescribe certain ideals and
behavioural norms that safeguard the individual from excesses that would endanger the individual’s

stability.

In contrast, by reaffirming her love for Park, Kaneko does not take refuge in the safety and stability
offered by the image of a whole and self-sufficient self but embraces an unruly and excessive desire
that goes beyond the constraints erected by egoism and its ideal of balance and self-mastery. The
excessive nature of her desire implies that it cannot be rationalised or made sense of within her
hitherto worldview of egoism (or any other), which means that her desire lacks any foundation that would
function as 1its Jjustification and reason. Thus, this excessive and unfounded desire disclosed
possibilities to Kaneko that appeared inconceivable within the hitherto outlook by breaking through the
confines of the conceivable and familiar. Concurrently, it enabled her to acquire distance from the
image of herself that accorded with egoism, negating the authority this alien entity that is the ego
held over her. By negating and liberating herself from any image of herself, Kaneko could become a

‘nothing’ in the sense of not being tied or belonging to any particular identity, including the image
of herself as an individual. I use Kaneko's phrase ‘living in the space of nil’ to describe her state
of nonbelonging. One enters this space when one ceases to conceive of oneself as an image or aggregate
of characteristics but as the very ability to distance oneself and not be identical to any such positive
description. As this ‘nothing’ that does not belong anywhere, she could conceive herself and others on
a plane of true universality, where all are equal in the sense that no one can truly belong to an
identity or ego since they are illusions. This conception of universal equality also separates Kaneko
from Stirner since the latter could only see universality or equality as abstract concepts but could
not see the universality of not being identical with oneself that is equally shared and accessible to

anyone.
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