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The Image of Japan in Modern Egypt — Mustapha Kamel as a Model —

Dr. Hassan Kamal Harb
Cairo University Faculty of Arts

There was no direct contact between the Egyptians and the Japanese until the
beginning of the nineteenth century. China was the mediator between Arab and
Japanese trade and knowledge. In this study, the researcher examines the image of
modern Japan in the minds of the Egyptians, analyzing the writings on Japan from
ancient times to the modern age, which can be described in a couple of key ways. In
ancient times, Japan was perceived in Arab minds as a country hidden behind a
superpower, China, inhabited by a people who have not been portrayed as human
beings, but supernatural creatures, ghosts and demons. These images have completely
changed since the middle of the nineteenth century, after the emergence of the
writings of Egyptian and Arab thinkers, such as the ones of Mustapha Kamel
(1874-1908) on Japanese modernization.

The researcher examines Mustapha Kamel's vision of Japanese modernization,
pursuing the course of political and social changes in Japan since the mid-nineteenth
century. It describes the trade treaties concluded between the West and Japan at the
beginning of the sixteenth decade of the nineteenth century, as the beginning of
Japan's opening to the outside world after more than two and a half hundred years of
isolation. On the other hand, these inequitable treaties have brought about some
political and socio-economic changes, which has led to the unification of political and
popular forces on two main objectives: the overthrow of the Tokugawa government
and the restoration of power to the Japanese emperor. He then discusses the
difficulties and challenges that the Japanese faced after the fall of this government
and the restoration of the Emperor Meiji in 1868. One of these challenges was the
intellectual and cultural conflict between Japanese thinkers concerning the extent and
scope of introducing and accepting elements of Western civilization and the
preservation of Japanese culture and traditions. In this respect, Kamel refutes the
accusation that the Japanese are merely imitators and non-creative people. He points
out that an important feature of the Japanese personality is their unique ability to
exploit without restraint sciences and cultures from other countries and their
creativity in Japanizing these cultures. Kamel tries to prove his opinion by giving
examples, such as the Japanese uptake of Chinese civilization in ancient times, and
then Japanese ingenuity in the efficient extraction of western knowledge and science
in the nineteenth century. Kamel believes that this is not imitation, but rather a
Japanese talent, ingenuity, and creative learning that reflects their voracity and
curiosity for new things and their passion for learning and progress.
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In this article, the researcher pursues the real awareness of Egyptian thinkers,
highlighting Mustapha Kamel's vision of the process of enlightenment and
modernization in Japan. It can be said that while Egyptian thinkers were primarily
interested in the politics and economy of modern Japan, the ordinary Egyptian people
were more concerned about Japanese victories over great countries like China and
Russia. However, despite these various interests, there was no in-depth analysis of the
problems of Japanese modernization and enlightenment.

, particularly with respect to the confrontations and violent conflicts that have been
going on for a long time between these custodians of Japanese identity, and the
defenders of westernization in Japan.
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