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In my PhD thesis “Marginalized Imperialist: The Global Life of Swiss Diplomat Paul Ritter (1865-1921)” 1
dissected the life of Paul Ritter who served as the first professional Swiss diplomat to Japan between 1892
and 1909 by applying the theoretical approaches of global microhistory, cultural history of diplomacy, (Swiss)
postcolonialism, and transimperial history. My study, based on a large number of private and official primary
sources, has characterized Ritter as a paradoxical “marginalized imperialist” : On one hand, an unequal
Swiss—Japanese treaty allowed him to execute jurisdiction over his compatriots on Japanese soil. Moreover,
thanks to his bourgeois habitus the Swiss diplomat was able to seamlessly integrate into the Yokohama foreign
settlement and consequently shared the anti-Japanese view prevailing among the Western residents. He also
possessed very limited Japanese language skills and was barely interested in local culture despite pretending
to be an Asia expert back home. On the other hand, precisely his pronounced dislike for ceremony coupled with
his low official rank led to Ritter becoming heavily marginalized by Japanese officials and other Western
diplomats alike. As a matter of fact, the Japanese government bluntly refused to acknowledge his diplomatic
status for the longer part of his tenure in East Asia. Only his close affiliation with German officials both

in Japan and in neighboring countries enabled the Swiss diplomat to survive in this challenging environment.

Despite the idiosyncrasies of Paul Ritter’ s global life, the PhD thesis has brought to light several larger
historical phenomena which had been previously ignored. First, the extraordinary situation in Japan where
the Swiss envoy had the authority to exercise jurisdiction over his countrymen has added a new layer to our
understanding of Switzerland’ s widely practiced “colonialism without colonies.” Instead of delegating the
protection of its nationals to other Western powers as it usually did Switzerland - via its official agent
Ritter - here resorted to the instrument of direct imperialism. Nevertheless, the agency of the Swiss diplomat
in Yokohama was severely curtailed due to some specific characteristics of Switzerland’ s “marginal

imperialism.” Second, my study has revealed the existence of a tight-knit transimperial network uniting male
bourgeois German speakers in all the major 19th century Asian port cities where Germanophones (overwhelmingly
Germans and German—speaking Swiss) established their own linguistically, socially, and racially exclusive

gentlemen’ s clubs. Since membership of one club generally guaranteed a member’ s acceptance at another, these




institutions served as an instrument to conduct trade and gather commerce-related information across imperial
boundaries. Third, the PhD thesis has contributed to a better understanding of a topic largely absent from
current literature on foreigners in Meiji Japan, namely the ubiquitous, openly expressed prejudice harbored
by the Euro—American residents against the Japanese and other Asians. Previous scholarship had argued in
particular that Swiss residents in Japan distinguished themselves from other Westerners through their fair
and unbiased attitude towards the locals. However, the example of the heavily anti-Japanese Ritter demonstrates
that it is problematic to a priori absolve the Swiss community in Japan from any charges of racism on the

grounds of their supposedly innate respect for diversity and democratic values.
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