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This study discusses the depiction of the Japanese world in Muhammad Ali's
ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu by utilizing Carl Thompson's theory of travel
literature. The purpose of this study is to reveal how Japan is depicted from
an Arab perspective. This research uses a descriptive qualitative method
with text analysis techniques on quotations that describe Japanese cities. The
results show that Muhammad Ali's depiction of Japan is not only informative
and descriptive, but also full of personal judgments that reflect his cultural
background, aesthetics, and identity as an Arab writer. Thus, The novel serves
as cultural mediation, demonstrating the dual perspective of admiration and critique
through Arab subjectivity
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Abstrak

Kata kunci:

Carl Thompson
Sastra Perjalana
Muhammad Ali

Jepang

Penelitian ini membahas penggambaran dunia Jepang dalam novel ar-Rihlatu al-
Yabaniyyatu karya Muhammad Ali dengan memanfaatkan teori sastra perjalanan
Carl Thompson. Tujuan penelitian ini adalah untuk mengungkap bagaimana Jepang
digambarkan dari sudut pandang orang Arab. Penelitian ini menggunakan metode
deskriptif kualitatif dengan teknik analisis teks terhadap kutipan-kutipan yang
menggambarkan kota-kota di Jepang. Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa
penggambaran Muhammad Ali terhadap Jepang tidak hanya bersifat informatif dan
deskriptif, tetapi juga sarat akan penilaian personal yang mencerminkan latar
belakang budaya, estetika, dan identitasnya sebagai penulis Arab. Dengan demikian,
novel ini menjadi bentuk mediasi budaya yang memperlihatkan bagaimana dunia
asing dipahami, dikritisi, dan dipersepsikan oleh pelancong.

This is an open access article under the CC BY-SA license.
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A. Introduction

Travel is a movement across space, whether on a broad scale, such as a trip across a
continent or upa mountain, or on a narrow scale such as a trip toa region, country, or even
a neighborhood. Travel is not just a physical movement, but also a process of interacting
and negotiating between self and other that arises from movement in space (Thompson
2011:9). The process of interaction and negotiation produces new experiences that contain
a lot of factual information about the area visited, both about political, social and cultural
conditions (Alwi, 2023: 177). So it can be concluded that travel is a process of interaction
and negotiation of the self with others that creates new experiences and factual information
about the area visited.

A travel story always reveals real socio-cultural conditions distorted by the author's
subjectivity as emotional responses to the people encountered during the journey
(Hidayah et al., 2022: 48). During the travel process, travelers often record the story of their
journey and describe the areas they visit. These notes produce a narrative of events and
encounters that occur during the trip, creating a new account of the world they visit
(Husain, 1983:8).

The genre of travel literature has experienced an expansion of meaning, no longer
limited to physical adventure stories, but also encompassing intellectual and spiritual
exploration. One interesting work to study in this context is Muhammad Ali's ar-Rihlatu
al-Yabaniyyatu, a work that documents the author's experience of traveling to Japan in the
early 20th century. This work was written by an Egyptian intellectual who was in a
transitional period, amidst the currents of modernity thought, Islamic renewal, and the
urgency of the Arab world in the face of Western and other Eastern advances. In this case,
Japan presents itself as a unique "other" because it is an Asian country that has managed
to modernize itself without losing its cultural identity. Muhammad Ali in his narrative not
only describes Japan, but also reflects deeply on the social, educational, and cultural
conditions in the Arab world.

There are several reasons why the novel ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu was chosen as the
material object of this study. First, the novel tells the author's journey from Egypt to Japan.
Second, the story of the novel is a true story that Muhammad Ali did when he visited Japan

so that the story in the novel is a reality.The problem in this study is how the japan word
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is depicted in the novel ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu by Muhammad Ali. How does the novel
ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu (“The Journey to Japan”) by Muhammad Ali Pasha depict the
Japanese world from cultural perspectives —including social life, customs, and values —
while simultaneously portraying observations of Japan’s modernization and
industrialization, embedding the author’s philosophical reflections that shape the
narrative’s image of Japan, and enriching the representation through comparisons
between Japan’s context and the socio-political conditions in Egypt at the time of writing?

Muhammad Ali's novel ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu will be examined using Carl
Thompson's theory of travel literature. Travel writing or travel literature is a record or
result of the encounter between self and other that occurs due to spatial displacement
(Thompson, 2011:9). Travel literature is understood as a travel report about the wider
world conducted by a stranger in an unfamiliar or unknown place (Thompson, 2011:10).
The travel report results in a mediation between the world as it is and the world as
described by the author. The mediation consists of world depiction, self-disclosure, and
representation of the other. World depiction is something that brings information about
the world at large, places, and foreign societies (Thompson, 2011:62). The author's
depiction of the world has two directions, namely objective and subjective depiction.
Objective portrayal informs everything that is seen or heard as it is. Objective depictions
limit the narrative power of the author as subject, but try to limit anecdotal or
impressionistic reports (Thompson, 2011:84). Meanwhile, subjective portrayal provides
information on the author's self-involvement, emotional responses, and judgment.
Objective depiction requires distancing. Whereas subjective depiction requires the writer's
involvement (Mashlihatin, 2015:5).

The literature review has been conducted by involving three aspects, namely from the
material object, the formal object, and the theory used. As for the material object, there is
no study of the depiction of the Japanese world in the novel ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu by
Muhammad Ali. Based on the formal object, namely the depiction of the other world of
Japan, it has been done by Al-Ramadi (2019), but the novel used comes from a different
author. Al-Ramadi's research (2019) used a novel by Ali Ahmad Al Jurjawi, while this
research used the novel ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu by Muhammad Ali.

Carl Thompson's travel writing theory centers on the idea that travel writing is not just

a record of a journey, but also a process of self-discovery and representation of others. His

Journal homepage: http://journal.ar-raniry.ac.id/index.php/nahdah/index



262
Representing Japan in Muhammad Ali’s Ar-Rihlatu Al-Yabaniyyatu: a Travel Literature Analysis Based on
Carl Thompson’s Theory

theory, outlined in his work, identifies three key concepts: Reporting the World, Revealing
the Self, and Representing the Other. (Siti Nur Suci Maulidia, and Moh Zawawi, 2023)

Here's a breakdown of the core concepts; Reporting the World: This refers to the objective
description of places, people, and experiences encountered during travel. It's about
accurately portraying the external world as perceived by the traveler. Revealing the Self:
This aspect focuses on how the traveler's own identity, experiences, and perspectives shape
their account of the journey. It acknowledges that travel writing is not neutral but
influenced by the writer's personal background and biases. Representing the Other: This
concept examines how travelers portray the people they encounter during their journeys,
including their cultures, customs, and ways of life. It highlights the potential for travel
writing to perpetuate stereotypes or challenge them.

Thompson's theory is frequently used in the study of travel literature to analyze how
authors construct their narratives and portray their experiences in different contexts. It
helps to understand the complex relationship between the traveler, the places visited, and
the people encountered, and how these elements are intertwined in the act of writing.

For example, researchers have used Thompson's theory to analyze novels, short stories,
and travelogues to understand how authors utilize these concepts to shape their narratives
and convey their messages.

Carl Thompson’s Theory has been widely utilized in literary works, both Arabic and
Indonesian literary works. Research that utilizes Carl Thompson's travel literary theory on
Arabic literary works was conducted by Insani (2022) in the form of a thesis with the
research title "The Journey of Arab Literature in Indonesia in the Novel Rihlatu Jawa Al-
Jamilatu by Sholeh Bin Ali Al-Hamid".

As for Indonesian works, it was conducted by Mashlihatin (2015) with the research title
"Novel 99 Cahaya Di Langit Eropa As a Postcolonial Travel Story". In general, the two
previous studies mentioned do not have any real similarities, but only in terms of formal
objects do they have similarities.

B. Research Methods

This research uses a qualitative research method with a descriptive approach. The
research consists of three stages, namely data provision, data analysis, and presentation of
analysis results. The data provision stage begins with reading and translating the novel ar-

Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu. Then marking words, phrases, and sentences that contain the
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author's depiction of Japan. Furthermore, the data was analyzed using Carl Thompson's
theory of travel literature. The analysis serves to reveal the subjectivity or objectivity of
world reporting in the novel ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu. The next stage is data presentation.
The results of the data analysis produce a conclusion. The conclusion is a depiction of Japan
from the perspective of Arab writers.

To ensure the trustworthiness of this qualitative-descriptive study, the researcher
adopted Lincoln and Guba’s widely recognized criteria—credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability. Credibility, akin to internal validity, was enhanced
through prolonged immersion in the text, persistent observation of thematic patterns, and
member checking, wherein interpretations were verified by colleagues familiar with
Arabic and Japanese literary contexts. Investigator triangulation was implemented by
engaging at least one additional researcher in the coding and analytic process to cross-
check interpretations and reduce bias.

Dependability, analogous to reliability, was assured by maintaining a detailed audit
trail —the researcher transparently documented all methodological decisions, coding
schemes, and analytical stages, facilitating reproducibility and coherence. Confirmability
was secured through reflexivity, using a researcher’s journal to record assumptions and
biases, while decision-making processes were made explicit to ensure that findings
emerged from data rather than preconceptions. Finally, transferability —comparable to
external validity —was addressed by providing thick, contextual descriptions of the
historical period, authorial position, and inter-cultural dynamics, enabling readers to
assess whether findings may apply to similar literary or historiographic settings.

The archival text was subjected to purposive sampling, selecting quotes that explicitly
showcase the interplay of objectivity and subjectivity, reflect cultural comparisons, or carry
ideological weight. This approach ensured that analyzed excerpts had maximal analytic
value given the research objectives.

The selection process continued until thematic saturation was achieved — that is, until
additional excerpts no longer offered new analytical insights into the modes of
representation in Ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu. This criterion upholds content validity: the
data set was deemed sufficiently rich once it encompassed the full thematic range relevant

to assessing subjective versus objective representations and cultural positions.
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This multilayered approach—combining grounded methodological rigor with
purposive data selection and saturation —ensures that the findings are both focused and
robust. Credibility and confirmability ensure interpretations are faithful to the text and free
from excessive researcher imposition. Dependability ensures the process is transparent
and repeatable, and transferability allows other scholars to assess the applicability of the
study’s insights in analogous contexts.

By deliberately choosing quotes that reveal ideological nuances and by analyzing them
until saturation, the research balances depth of analysis with methodological integrity. The
result is a credible, dependable, and contextually rich exploration of Muhammad Ali’s
narrative positioning on Japan from an Arab intellectual vantage point.

C. Result and Discussion

The depiction of the world in the novel ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu by Muhammad Ali
includes several countries because in his journey he passed through several countries to
stop over before heading to Japan which became his final destination. However, this study
focuses on the depiction of the world in Japan. The cities visited are Yokohama, Tokyo,
Kyoto, Mihara, Nikko, and Iyashima. The following is an objective and subjective
depiction of some of these cities in the novel ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu by Muhammad Ali:
1. Objective Depiction of Japan in the novel ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu

The quote below is a description of the capital city of Japan, Tokyo. Ali describes Tokyo
according to what he sees, here is the quote:
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('Ali, 1901:31)

/hiya 'asimatu tilka al-biladi, wa yablughu 'adadu sukaniha 1,800,000, wa hiya baldatun
qadimatun al-bina'i, wa al-tarikhi al-ma'rufi li al-Yabani huwa min nahwi sanati 5 ba'da al-
miladi, allati kana fiha Mikadu, wa kana bi al-jihat al-yabaniyyati al-qabaliyyati, wa kanu
yahtaramunahu katiran i annahum kanu yaz'umuna annahu ibn al ilah, wa awwalu

dryanatihim kanat hiya al-diyanatu al buziyyati, akhaziha min bilad Kariya,/

Journal homepage: http://journal.ar-raniry.ac.id/index.php/nahdah/index



265
Representing Japan in Muhammad Ali’s Ar-Rihlatu Al-Yabaniyyatu: a Travel Literature Analysis Based on
Carl Thompson’s Theory

'It is the capital of the country, with a population of 1,800,000. It is an old city in terms
of buildings and Japanese history is known to have started around 5 AD, when the
Mikado (emperor) began to rule. He was in the tribal areas of Japan, and they respected
him greatly because they regarded him as the son of a god. Their first religion was

Buddhism, which they took from Korea.'

Although Ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu offers ostensibly objective descriptions of Tokyo
and other Japanese cities—such as population figures, urban layout, and trade—
Muhammad Ali’s narrative also subtly reinforces the ideological project of Meiji Japan by
using European benchmarks as proof of legitimacy, for instance, likening Japanese cities
to European capitals as if Western standards must validate their modernity. His
admiration reflects early 20th-century Pan-Asianist sentiment: a vision of Asian solidarity
opposing Western colonialism, yet harnessed by Japan to assert its leadership role in the
region. Meanwhile, his critique of Japanese gardens as less refined than Egyptian
counterparts reveals a clash of aesthetic paradigms —favoring formal, symmetrical beauty
familiar to Arab-European sensibilities over Japanese ideals like wabi-sabi and harmony
with nature. Behind the praised orderliness and modernity, however, lay the realities of
Japanese empire: the annexation of Taiwan in 1895, Korea in 1910, and the urban
transformations tied to colonial infrastructure. Thus, Ali's travel narrative serves as a space
of cultural dialogue that absorbs Japanese modernist prestige while overlooking power

hierarchies and colonial legacies masked by the rhetoric of Pan-Asian unity.(Yazici, 2024)
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('Ali, 1901:32)

/Wa masahatu hazihi al-baldatu min al-syamali ild al-janubi 8 kili mitr, wa 'arduha 6 wa nisf
kili, wa masahatuha al-tarbi'iyyatu hinanzu takunu 28 mayilan murabba'an. Wa kanat
tusamma fi al-azmani al-qadimati: (Yidu), wa kanat 'ibaratu 'an sulasi au arba'i qurd
saghivatin muttasilun ba'duha bi ba'din. Wa fi sanati 1590 ja'a as-syujun Tokugawa wa bana
gal'atun kabiratun biha wada'a al-'asakiru fiha. Wa fi sanati 1868 qad mun'atu sultatu as-
syujunati, wa ja'a al-Mikadi ila hazihi al-'asimatu wa sammaha Tokyo, wa hiya muqassamatu
ila khamsata 'ashara qasman, wa biha nahru 'azimu yusamma: (Sumida), wa 'alaihi khamsatu
kibarin min hadidin, wa haza an-nahru a'zamu musa'id 'ald numil at-tijarati wa tashilu

turuqaha.

'"The area of the town from north to south is 8 km, and the width is 6.5 km, so the total
area is about 28 square miles. In the past, the town was called "Yedo", and originally it
was just three or four small villages connected to each other. In 1590, the Tokugawa
Shogunate came, built a large fort there, and stationed troops inside. Then in 1868, the
shogunate's power was abolished, and Mikado came to the capital and renamed it
Tokyo. The city is divided into 15 wards, and there is a large river called Sumida with
five iron bridges over it. This river was a great help in the growth of trade and

facilitated its passage.'

In this excerpt, Muhammad Ali gives a fairly detailed description of the city of Tokyo.
He mentions that the city stretches about 8 kilometers from north to south and 6.5
kilometers from east to west, for a total area of about 28 square miles. The city now known
as Tokyo was once called Yedo, and was originally a combination of three or four small
villages connected together. In 1590, the Tokugawa Shogun came and built a large fort in
this area, and stationed his troops there. Then, in 1868, the shogunate system was
abolished, and the Emperor (Mikado) moved the center of his government to this city and
renamed it Tokyo. Ali also notes that Tokyo is divided into fifteen wards, and is fed by a

large river called the Sumida, which has five iron bridges. This river is considered to have
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played an important role in the growth of trade in the city, as well as facilitating the
distribution of goods and services.

After providing an in-depth description of Tokyo as the center of government and a
modern city full of history, Muhammad Ali continued his journey to Yokohama. If Tokyo
reflects the administrative and historical face of Japan, then Yokohama comes as a
representation of Japan's economic progress and openness to the outside world. This port
city, only half an hour away from Tokyo, is presented by Ali in a more factual and
descriptive tone. He records Yokohama's transformation from a small fishing village to
one of Japan's largest ports, as well as an important center of trading activity in its time.

The following is an excerpt that describes the city of Yokohama:
©)
oo Aebi cagal day e (py (oS AS A Couie Ablas Jo¥ LilagSey J cuzgr w8 lall das
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('Ali, 1901:35)

/Wa ba'da az-zuhru qad tuwajjahtu ila Yikiahama li-ajli muqabilati mandiba syarikatu Kukk,
wa hiya 'ald ba'di nisfi sa'atin min Tokyo bi-sayri wa abiiru al-barra, wa kanat fi qadimi al-
zamani baldatun saghiratun laisa biha illa andsin min sayyadi al-samaki, wa futihat abwabuha
li at-tijarati sanat 1858, wa al-an sarat tu'addu min akbari mawani' al-Yabani, wa yablughu
'adad sukaniha al-an 32,000, wa tijaratuha tasytaghilu al-an fi 350 milyun (yen), wa huwa
yusawi 15 girshan./

'After Zuhr time, I went to Yokohama to meet with a representative of the Cook
Company. The city is a half-hour train ride away from Tokyo. Once upon a time,
Yokohama was just a small town inhabited only by fishermen. The city opened its
doors to trade in 1858. Now, it has become one of the largest ports in Japan, with a
population of 32,000 people. The value of trade there now reaches 350 million yen,

which is equivalent to 15 qgirsh (cents).'
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The quote above shows that Ali describes the city of Yokohama objectively, based on
his direct observations in the field. He describes Yokohama as a city that was once just a
small fishing village, but has rapidly developed into one of the busiest ports and major
trading centers in Japan. By presenting data on population and trade volume, Ali presents
Yokohama not just as a transit point, but as a symbol of Japan's openness to the outside
world.

In addition to Tokyo and Yokohama, Ali also visited and described the city of Kyoto.
He noted that Kyoto is not much different from the previous two cities in terms of order
and city governance. Despite being the former capital of Japan, Kyoto still shows the
characteristics of modern Japan, which is orderly but still holds on to its cultural heritage.
In his description, Ali not only pays attention to the physical aspects of the city, but also
pays attention to the social and cultural dynamics of Japanese society more broadly. The

following is an excerpt:
(4)
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('Ali, 1901:58)
/Wa Kyoto hiya baldatun kasa'iri al-biladu al-Yabaniyyatu, wa jami'u ahluha muta'awwidina
'ala al-ashghali min hadasihi sinnihim, hattd an al-atfala al-sighara yu'awwudunahum 'ald
hamli al-asqal wa jarri al-'arabati li-ajli an taqwa a'da'uhum, wa tanami quwwatuhum, wa

yata'awwadu min hadasati sinnihim 'ald tahammul al-mashaqqi wa al-mata'ibi. And min al-

nadiri hunaka an yara al-insanu rajulan faqidu al-basari, aw yajidu syakhsan muq'adan,
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walakin al-amradu al-jildiyyah muntasyiratu 'indahum khususan al-qura'a. Wa fi al-yaumi at-
tali li-zalika al-yauma gad ibtada'a al-matar bi-syiddatin, wa haisu innahu min al-mu'tadi fi
al-biladi al-Yabaniyyati lamma yaji'u al-mataru yastamirru asyhuran mutatabi'atu mataran
khafifan, wa tasytaddu rutubat al-jau; fa-ba'da ziyaratun kulli al-mu'abidu wa al-basatinu wa
al-dakakinu wa ru'yatu kulli ma yalzamu al-itila'u 'alaihi min al-matahifi wa ghairiha, qad

'azamna 'ala al-safari fi ghurubi al-yaumin al-Sani./

'Kyoto is a city like any other in Japan. All its residents are used to working from an
early age. Even young children are trained to carry heavy loads and pull carts so that
their limbs become strong and their energy develops. They are accustomed from
childhood to endure hardship and hard work. Rarely does one see a blind person or
come across a crippled person. However, skin diseases are common among them,
especially ringworm. On the day after that, it began to rain heavily. In Japan, it is
customary that when rain falls, it will continue for months as light rain, and the
humidity of the air becomes very high. After visiting all the temples, parks, shops, and
seeing all there is to see from museums and others, we decided to travel at sunset on

the second day.'

The above excerpt describes the city of Kyoto in a descriptive and quite in-depth
manner, showing the author's direct observation of the lives of the local people. Ali
highlights the strong work ethic of Kyoto residents, where from an early age children are
accustomed to hard work, such as carrying heavy loads and pulling carts, in order to
strengthen their physique and build resilience to life's hardships. This reflects the culture
of hard work that was deeply embedded in Japanese society at that time. Ali also noted
the health conditions of the people, emphasizing that it was rare to find blind or crippled
people, but skin diseases such as ringworm were quite common. In addition to the social
and health aspects, Ali also notes the typical weather conditions in Japan, namely light rain
that lasts for long periods of time and causes high humidity in the air. Through these
descriptions, Ali also provides insight into the work culture, social conditions and physical

environment that shape the character of the city. His descriptions are objective and

Journal homepage: http://journal.ar-raniry.ac.id/index.php/nahdah/index



270
Representing Japan in Muhammad Ali’s Ar-Rihlatu Al-Yabaniyyatu: a Travel Literature Analysis Based on
Carl Thompson’s Theory

informative, showing attention to detail as well as admiration for the resilience of the
Japanese people.
2. Depiction of Japanese Subjective in the novel Ar-Rihlatu Al-Yabaniyyatu

During his travels in Japan, Muhammad Ali not only shared his observations
objectively, but also affixed subjective views based on his background, experience and
frame of mind as a Muslim intellectual from the Arab world. He did not simply record
what appeared on the surface, but also related the social and cultural phenomena he
witnessed to the conditions of Arab society at that time. His personal experience became a
reflective lens in seeing Japan as an Asian nation that was able to rise and modernize itself
without abandoning its cultural roots. This attitude can be seen in the following quote:

)
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('Ali, 1901:35)

/Wa hiya baldatun jamilatun tushbihu 'awasima Urubba likathrati wujidi al-faranjahi fiha

hatta yukhayyalu li al-nazili biha annahu bi-ashhari 'awasimi Urubbd.

'And it is a beautiful city, similar to the capital of Europe because of the number of

Europeans (Franks) there, so that one who lives in it thinks that he is in one of the most

famous capitals of Europe.'

In the novel Ar-Rihlah al-Yabaniyyah, Ali not only presents an objective description of
Japanese cities, but also inserts his subjective impressions and judgments. This is evident
in the depiction of cities such as Yokohama and Tokyo. In the quotation that states that the
city "resembles the great capitals of Europe" to the point that "one who sees it thinks he is
in the most famous capitals of Europe", it can be seen that Ali compares his visual
experience in Japan with references to great European cities that he has visited or knows
about before. This statement reflects his personal admiration for the modernity and beauty
of Japanese cities, especially in terms of architecture and urban planning, which he believes
are on par with the standards of developed European cities. This depiction is subjective as
it involves personal amazement and comparison, rather than a mere factual description.

This subjectivity enriches the travel narrative, as it presents an emotional and reflective
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point of view, giving a distinctive color to the descriptions of cities such as Yokohama and
Tokyo.

Not only admiring Japanese architecture that is on par with Europe, Ali noticed some
Japanese culture that has similarities with Arab culture. One of them is the eating culture

of Japanese and Arab society. The similarity is seen in the quote below:

(6)

Opaly celud Bae ool U3 Led Liwslrg Byl sda J| Wleioy symasy Lillasy 8yl das po
BolaJE crape wslall o3 (e Liwdzd caule JSYI aog J2¥ thie Llss Lo usly S sl

Ayl
('Ali, 1901:40)

jultising fiha, qad atat 'iddatu nisa'in, wa ahdarna amama kulli wahidin minnad khuwanan
saghiran; li-ajli wad'i al-akli 'alaihi, fa jalasna 'ald hazihi al-maqa'idi mutarabba'ini ka al-'adati

al-' Arabiyyati,/

'As the room was spacious and clean, as soon as we arrived and sat down in it, there
came some women who brought each of us a small table to put food on. So we sat

down on them cross-legged, as is the custom of the Arabs.'

This quote shows Ali's subjective portrayal which is reflected in the way he compares
the local Japanese customs with his native Arab culture. While describing the spacious,
clean room and the arrival of women serving food on small tables (0's2), Ali highlights the
cozy and organized atmosphere. However, what is interesting is how he emphasizes their
sitting "cross-legged as is the Arab custom." This is a form of personal reflection that shows
that Ali views the experience through his own cultural lens. He not only records what
happened, but also relates it to his identity and background. This depiction is subjective
because Ali's personal experiences and perceptions shape his narrative. He seems to
emphasize that despite being in a foreign land, there are elements that feel familiar or at

least comparable to his own traditions. This enriches the travel narrative as it shows the
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process of cultural interaction and how a foreign observer understands a new place
through a familiar frame of reference.
Furthermore, Ali's subjectivity is also seen when he visits the city of Nikko and

describes the city. He said that Nikko has a similar feel to Switzerland. Here is the quote:
)
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('Ali, 1901:41)

/Wa lamma wasalna ila al-mahattati, wajadna 'alaiha nahwa 200 riksyah 'arabati yajurruha al-
rijalu, fa rakibna fi wahidatin minha wa tawajjahna ila al-funduq, wa kana murirunad bi-
syari'in tawilin, wa fi jihataihi dakakina fiha masnii'ati al-baladati, wa khalfu kullu dukkanin
baitu sahibihi; li'anna aghlabu al-Yabaniyyatu min ahli al-hiraf wa al-sana'i', wa hi'atu haza

al-baladu tusybihu biladu Suwaysra.,/

'And when we got to the station, we saw about 200 rickshaws pulled by men. We got
on one of them and headed for the hotel. We passed through a long street, on both
sides of which were shops selling the city's handicrafts. Behind each shop is the owner's
house, as most Japanese are craftsmen and hand laborers. And the shape (or

townscape) of the place resembles that of Switzerland.'

This quote shows how Ali uses a subjective approach in describing the atmosphere of
the city he visits. He not only notes visual facts such as the large number of becak (around
200) pulled by men and the rows of handicraft shops along the streets, but also interjects
his own judgment by stating that "the shape of the city resembles that of Switzerland." This
comparison reflects Ali's aesthetic perception and experience of having previously known
or visited Switzerland, and uses it as a benchmark in assessing the beauty and orderliness
of Japanese cities. Ali also shows his admiration for the work ethic of the Japanese people,
mentioning that most of them are craftsmen and hand laborers-an appreciation of the skills

and self-reliance of the local population. As such, these depictions are not entirely objective
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as they are influenced by the author's experiences, cultural background and personal
preferences. This subjectivity gives color to the travel narrative, as it shows how Ali
interprets Japan not only as a foreign place, but also as a space to be compared,
remembered, and even admired through his individual perspective.

Ali also shows his subjectivity when he visits Sakata. There, he discusses gardens that

are not as large as those in Egypt. Below is an excerpt:

)
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('Ali, 1901:48)

/Wa haza al-bustanu kabirun wa fihi syajarun kasirun, wa lamma masyaitu fihi wa lam ajidu
shayinan min husni sun'atihi mimma yalzamu an yakuna fi al-basatini as-syahiri; 'araftu
annahum laisa lahum dirayati bi-ijadin basatinin min al-'adami, wa ja'aliha 'ald ahsani ma
yakin min an-nizami, bal ghayatu ma fi imkanihim annahum yantakhibiina mahallan fihi
ashjari tabi'iyyati li-yakuna bustanan, summa yada'tuna fihi min al-asyjari ma sha'u biduna
mulahazati tartibu fi al-wad'i, au itqan fi al-sun'i, wa aghlabu basatinihim saghiratin laisat bi
qadri basatini al-Jizati, wa la tusawi bustanu sara al-Za'faran, wa la tudahi bustanu al-Barans
Husain Basha Kamil al-maujud bi al-Jizati, wa haisu inna basatinahum saghiratun fa-innaha
tusqa ghaliban bi al-amtari, wa la tahtaju ila kasirin min al-khidmati, wa alladht yuhassinu

manzaraha huwa anna kulla wahidin minha yujad bidakhilihi nahru saghirin sina't,/

'And this garden is large, and has many trees. But when I walked in it, I found nothing

of the beauty of design that famous gardens should have. I realized that they had no
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skill in creating gardens from scratch and arranging them in a beautiful system. All
they did was choose a location that already had natural trees to make into a garden,
and then add other trees as they pleased, without regard for placement or beauty of
design. Most of their gardens are small, not as big as the gardens in Giza, not
comparable to the Za'faran Palace Gardens, and not comparable to the Prince Hussein
Pasya Kamil Gardens in Giza. Since their gardens are small, they are usually only

watered by rainwater, and do not require much maintenance.'

This quote strongly reflects Ali's subjective, critical view of Japanese gardens.
Although he acknowledges the large size and abundance of trees in the gardens, Ali
considers that they do not show the beauty of design or landscaping skills that he expects
from a famous garden. He compared the Japanese garden to Egyptian gardens, such as the
Giza Gardens, the Za'faran Palace Gardens, and the Prince Hussein Pasha Kamil Gardens,
which he found superior in terms of design and maintenance. This suggests the aesthetic
standards he brings with him from his own culture and experiences, as well as a tendency
to judge things by size and complexity of design. Ali also implies that Japanese gardens
are more natural than planned, which he considers a shortcoming. This assessment shows
strong subjectivity, as he is not simply observing, but judging and comparing based on his
personal preferences. Thus, this quote shows how experience and cultural background can
influence a traveler's perception of an unfamiliar environment.

Although Ar-Rihlatu al-Yabaniyyatu initially appears as a factual travelogue
describing Tokyo and other Japanese cities, Muhammad Ali’s narrative must be read not
merely as ethnographic observation but as participation in the ideological project of Meiji-
era Japan, marked by bunmei kaika (“civilization and enlightenment”) and fukoku kyohei
(“rich country, strong military”), whose modernization drive aimed to secure Western
recognition and global parity. His comparisons of Japanese urban modernity to European
capitals functioned less as neutral commentary than as validation of Japan’s adoption of
Western aesthetics and institutional norms. Similarly, the Yokohama he admired was not
an apolitical site of commerce but a treaty port whose prosperity depended on
extraterritorial concessions and silk exports—a structural feature of Japan’s coerced
insertion into global markets. Ali’s aesthetic judgments—such as deeming Japanese

gardens as inferior to Egyptian ones—reveal a cultural bias that overlooks Japanese
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principles like wabi-sabi, thereby upholding Arab-European standards of monumental
beauty. Simultaneously, his apparent admiration resonates with early 20th-century Pan-
Asianism in the Arab-Muslim intellectual sphere, where Japan’s rise was interpreted as a
beacon for non-Western modernity, even though such solidarity-effacing narratives often
elided Japan’s own imperialism, evidenced by its annexation of Taiwan (1895) and Korea
(1910) and assimilation policies against Ainu and Rytkyt peoples Thus, Ali's travelogue
occupies an ambivalent position: it both mirrors the aspirations of anti-colonial solidarity
and naturalizes Japan’s state-driven modernity, obscuring power dynamics and
hierarchies that shaped the landscapes he documented.

D. Conclusion

This study not only illuminates non-Western travel narratives, but also offers an
interpretive paradigm that liberates Eastern perspectives from the framework of Western
dominance. By positioning Ar-Rihlah al-Yabaniyyah as a site of dialogue —rather than a
passive subject — the construction of representations of ‘the other’ is actively repositioned,
enabling us to understand the interaction between the Arab world and Japan as equal and
mutually formative, free from Western hegemony.”

These findings imply that travel literature studies should embrace locally contextual
approaches and post-colonial theories developed from a Global South perspective. For
future research, it is recommended to explore representational practices in similar works
from both the Arab world and other parts of Asia—such as comparing Japanese
representations in Arabic texts with those by Asian authors who traveled to the Arab world
or Europe. Additionally, employing Edward Said's concept of imagined geographies
(which examines how spaces are constructed through discourse) and Saad Albazei’s
framework of cultural hegemony and epistemological negotiation (which emphasizes
struggle over knowledge production and the migration of concepts) can enrich our

understanding of how cultural representations are both formed and contested.
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