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The Impact of Major Power Rivalries and International Agreements on Late Joseon 

Neutralisation (1882-1907) 

Beginning in the late 19th century, Western imperialism flooded over East Asia. 

Having achieved economic and technological advancements via the Industrial Revolution, 

Western powers readily exploited their accrued military and diplomatic capabilities to 

plant their own spheres of influence in East Asian countries and strived to acquire vital 

concessions there. During this transition period, Joseon, moving to protect its sovereignty, 

on the one hand maintained tributary relations with China while on the other concluded 

unequal treaties with Japan and Western powers which were pressuring Joseon to 

embrace the Eurocentric international system. Joseon, however, unexpectedly became the 

innocent victom of major powers’ imperialistic policies. 

  

Though Joseon’s status was peripheral, major powers made it a legitimate target for 

their interests during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In fact, the country was 

perceived as an important player since it could act as a bridgehead between maritime and 

continental powers. Realising that Joseon’s future could well be in jeopardy and that East 

Asia needed to be stabilised geopolitically, Joseon, foreign countries, and other third 

parties considered and suggested various options, such as Joseon remaining a vassal state 

of China, being transformed into a neutralised state, declaring itself independent, 

attempting a Russian-led partitioning, and becoming a protectorate of Japan. In order to 

protect both Joseon’s sovereignty and major powers’ interests and maintain stability in 

East Asia, neutralisation was acknowledged as the most feasible option. Reflecting such a 

situation, many Joseon neutralisation proposals from within Joseon and from abroad, as 

its survival strategy, were floated beginning in September 1882 and not ending until 

December 1907. 

  

Neutralisation, to put it succinctly, describes an international status formulated to 

enable stakeholder countries to grant neutrality to countries, territories, and waterways 

through agreement. Unlike their non-neutralised counterparts, neutralised countries 

should adopt an air of self-defence, and to avoid violation of their neutrality status they 

are exempted from signing any relevant treaties.
1

 In so doing, neutralised countries can 

not only maintain political independence, but can also contribute to regional stabilisation. 

For neutralisation, a candidate country should voluntarily pursue neutralisation with its 

abilities and willingness to fulfil domestic and international rights and duties, and must be 

located in a strategic area capable of boosting both the national and neighbouring 

countries’ interests by neutralising itself. To effectuate neutralisation internationally, a 

candidate country, no matter it remains neutral during wartime only (customary 

neutrality) or does it so during peacetime and wartime (permanent neutrality), must 

obtain an international guarantee through an agreement between the concerned major 

powers.
2
   

                                                 
1
 Cyril E. Black, Richard A. Falk, and Oran R. Young, Neutralization and World Politics (New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1968), 11. 
2  Jongil Gang, and, JaeBong, Lee, Hanbandoui Yeongsaejungripwha Tongileun Ganeunghanga (Is a 

Permanently Neutralised Unification of the Joseonn Peninsula Possible?) (Seoul: Dulnyeok, 2001), 237-

238. 
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Besides abovementioned requirements, unique factors of a candidate country 

should be considered for neutralisation. Unfortunately for Joseon, its chances for 

neutralisation, not to mention its survival as an independent state, could best be described 

as slim and none due to the numerous difficulties and obstacles which beset Joseon 

neutralisation internally and externally.  Internal factors affecting Joseon neutralisation 

were the disparate political views and roles of Joseon ruling elites including Gojong, 

serious shortcomings in military strength and diplomatic capacity, and the undue 

influence of foreign advisers. External factors like the tributary system and its 

transformation, foreign powers’ perceptions of Joseon, major power rivalries and 

international agreements, and foreign loans also shaped Joseon’s path towards 

neutralisation. From the above-mentioned factors, this paper will investigate major 

powers’ rivalries and international agreements to gauge their impact on Joseon 

neutralisation. 

 

Looking to remain unscathed as a bystander to the major powers’ contests 

throughout the Far East during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Joseon reckoned 

that distribution of its concessions based on balance of power and implementation of 

neutrality diplomacy could help it overcome its economic and military deficiencies and 

thus began to parcel them out to reinforce its geopolitical position in Northeast Asia with 

them. These efforts notwithstanding, the external environment surrounding Joseon was 

still deteriorating, putting Joseon in an ever tighter spot. Joseon found itself caught in a 

maelstrom of major power rivalries, and for this reason Joseon neutralisation in this 

period was deeply influenced by three major power rivalries: the Sino-Japanese rivalry 

(1882-1895), the Anglo-Russian rivalry (1885-1887), and the Russo-Japanese rivalry 

(1895-1905). 

                               

After concluding the Treaty of Ganghwa with Joseon, Japan launched an aggressive 

Joseon policy. However, once China’s position became dominant in Joseon, Japan’s 

initial stance towards Joseon turned to one of acquiescence to effectively cope with the 

Sinocentric tributary system. Furthermore, to safeguard Joseon independence and meet 

Japan’s ultimate goal on the Joseon peninsula, Japan explored countermeasures, 

including Joseon neutralisation, which resulted in an intense rivalry between China and 

Japan. 

 

In the early-1880s, Britain and Russia maintained “the equilibrium of disinterest” 

on the Joseon peninsula in spite of their regional disputes in Western Asia. With no 

Western countering force to check China’s activities in Joseon, it was able to take full 

advantage of the Imo Mutiny, a purely Joseon domestic affair, to tie Joseon even more 

closely to the Sinocentric tributary system. Once Chinese troops arrived in Seoul, 

Chinese commanders Ma Jianzhong, Ding Ruchang,
3
 and Wu Changqing made it clear to 

Japan that China would not tolerate Japan using this incident as an excuse for 

                                                 
3
 As Ding would put it, “When Japanese aggression threatened to extend so near home as Corea, then China 

felt it was necessary to make a firm and decisive stance.” Ian Nish, ed., “Korea, the Ryukyu Islands, and 

North East-Asia, 1875-1888,” In British Documents on Foreign Affairs: Reports and Papers from the 

Foreign Office Confidential Print, ed. by Kenneth Bourne, and D. Cameron Watt (Frederick, MD: 

University Publications of America, 1989), Hall to Parkes, December 11, 1882,116.   



 3 

strengthening its political position in Joseon, as Joseon was a Chinese dependency.
 

Reluctant to engage in a military conflict with China, Japan instead intervened in Joseon 

non-militarily to secure a foothold there by reaching out to the country’s Pro-

Enlightenment faction. Determined to challenge Chinese domination of Joseon, the Tokyo 

Yokohama Mainichi Shimbun (10 and 17 September 1882), Yūbin Hōchi Shimbun (20 

September 1882), and Inoue Kowashi (17 and 23 September 1882, May, June, and July 

1883) all called for Joseon neutralisation, and all failed to obtain the Japanese 

government’s backing. However, the Japanese government later threw its weight behind 

neutralisation; Japanese Foreign Minister Inoue Kaoru (1 December 1882), Japanese 

Minister to China Enomoto Takeaki (28 December 1882), and Foreign Office official 

Tanabe Taichi (16 August 1883)
 
proposed Joseon permanent neutrality, which, if 

successful, could weaken Chinese suzerainty over Joseon and decrease the tensions 

between the two countries as well. The weight of the tributary system, however, made all 

proposals impossible. 

 

It was before the Gapsin Coup that Japanese diplomats in Seoul asserted 

themselves in Joseon foreign policy, albeit from their weaker political position vis-a-vis 

China. Against this backdrop, Japanese Minister Takezoe Shinichirō informed Kim 

Okgyun about a possible loan worth 3 million won which could be made to Joseon if the 

Enlightenment-driven coup succeeded there.
4 

This showed how eagerly Japan tried to 

capitalise on the domestic upheaval in Joseon to enhance its political leverage in Joseon. 

The failure of the Gapsin Coup allowed China to temporarily reinforce its existing 

dominance by a rapid and successful reprisal against the inauguration of a Pro-

Enlightenment faction-led government in Joseon. But this incident also unintentionally 

forced China to slowly cede its control over Joseon to Japan by enabling Joseon to 

negotiate directly with Japan and to sign the Tientsin Convention with Japan. Thus, the 

coup paradoxically strengthened Japan’s position in Joseon and consequently 

reinvigorated the Sino-Japanese rivalry in Joseon. With these changed circumstances in 

mind, Paul von Möllendorff proposed Joseon neutralisation in August 1884 to prevent 

Chinese intervention and to check Japanese ambitions in Joseon, but failed due to no 

consent from China and Russia. 

  

The Tientsin Convention marked a new chapter in the Sino-Japanese rivalry in 

Joseon. Knowing that agreement gave them the leeway to intervene in Joseon affairs, 

China and Japan refused to entertain British Minister to China Parkes’ option of joint 

protection of Joseon.
5
 Instead, China insisted on its right to remain Joseon’s suzerain, 

while Japan pushed for Joseon to become a truly independent state. This situation did not 

                                                 
4 
Okgyun Kim, “Gapsinillok (A Diary of the Gapsin Coup),” In Gapsinjeongbyeon hoegorok (The Memoirs 

of the Gapsin Coup), ed. Jo Ilmun and Shin Bokryong. (Seoul: Geonguk daehakgyo chulpanbu, 2006), 91.
 

5 
Yonggu Kim,

 
Imogullangwa Gapsinjeongbyeon: sadaejilseoui byeonhyeonggwa hanguk woegyosa (The 

Imo Mutiny and the Gapsin Coup: The Transformation of the Sino-centric order and the Diplomatic 

History of Korea), (Won: Incheon, 2004), 257.
 

6 
Wanmin

 
Xu, Geundaepyeon joonghan gwangyesa (Early Modern Part History of Sino-Joseon Relations), 

Tr. By Jeon Hongseok (Seoul: Iljogka, 2009), 87.
 

7 
Peter

 
Duus, The Abacus and the Sword: The Japanese Penetration of Joseon, 1895-1910 (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1995), 64. 
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last long as Japan’s growing economic power in Joseon forced China to reluctantly cede 

its control of Joseon to Japan, even though Yuan Shikai’s residency ensured that China 

retained a significant political influence there. This uneasy peace prompted both countries 

to take
 
new steps to change the status quo in Joseon, including neutralisation: Li 

Hongzhang tested the possibility of the joint protection of Joseon by Britain and Russia 

(1886) with the Chinese Foreign Affairs Office, but failed to obtain their support.
6
 Across 

the sea in Japan, Yamagata Aritomo proposed Swiss/Belgian/Serbian/Luxembourgian-

style  neutrality under joint Sino-Japanese tutelage (March 1890)
7 

to conceal Japan’s war 

preparations against China, but failed to garner major powers’ interest. 

 

As Japan’s economic footprint in Joseon grew, China, having secured its political 

domination in Joseon, did not sit idly by. The heightened Sino-Japanese rivalry and its 

accompanying economic rapacity in Joseon affected Joseon neutralisation for the worse. 

China’s exploitation of Joseon’s valuable mineral resources like gold enabled it to veto 

Joseon’s diplomatic outreach to other powers, forcing Joseon to rely on its limited 

proceeds from this same gold to try and mitigate its dependence on Chinese loans.
8
 

Furthermore, Chinese gains in the ginseng, silk, and cloth trades and Chinese success in 

supplying goods and services to Chinese, foreigners, and native residents increased 

Chinese imports to 45% of the Joseon import market by 1892.
9
 Japan’s economic 

pressure on Joseon was no less strong; beans, pease, and some of the most lucrative 

Joseon exports were shipped to Japan,
10

 further intensifying Joseon’s economic 

dependence on Japan's commercial prowess. 

 

The impending Sino-Japanese War was not only signalling the end of China’s 

political and diplomatic privileges in Joseon, but also the start of a complete and 

irreversible changing of the guard as well. This did not mean China refrained from 

seeking diplomatic solutions to prevent Japanese encroachment on Joseon sovereignty. 

Just before the war, Li Hongzhang explored an option that could potentially bring about 

Joseon neutralisation, provided that Japan endorsed it.
11

 In a similar vein, Harry H. Fox 

and William H. Wilkinson called for wartime neutrality in Incheon in July 1894 to 

prevent the landing of Japanese forces in order to protect international settlements there 

and British market share in the Far East. Major powers, however, showed varied response 

(opposition of Japan/Russia, disinterest of the U.S., and acceptance by France/Germany). 

Mutsu Munemitsu’s neutralisation proposal (17 August 1894) was conceived for 

consolidating Japanese interests in Joseon in preparation for a Japan-controlled Joseon 

after the war, though the Japanese government was noncommittal on it. Joseon Foreign 

Minister Jo Byeongshik also chipped in, calling on Western powers to help preserve the 

peace and territorial integrity of Joseon, arguing that the unauthorised Japanese military 

presence violated international law. Accordingly, a joint proposal by British, French, 

German, and American ministers in Seoul was put forward to induce the withdrawal of 

Chinese and Japanese troops from Joseon.
12 

Spun off from it was the British 

government’s first neutralisation proposal on 6 October 1894.
 
Japan, however, rebuffed 

this proposal while requesting three demands (Chinese recognition of Joseon 

independence, cession of the Liaodong peninsula to Japan, and Chinese reparation 

payment to Japan), believing that toppling the Sino-Japanese balance would give Japan a 

free hand to pursue its interests in Joseon, as Japanese Foreign Minister Mutsu 
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Munemitsu expected.
13

 In the end, China’s defeat in the Sino-Japanese War was the final 

nail in the coffin of the Sino-Japanese rivalry in Joseon, forcing China to give up its 

suzerainty over Joseon in the Treaty of Shimonoseki (17 April 1895). 

 

In hindsight, China’s swift response against the Imo Mutiny heralded a new era in 

Joseon foreign policy. Its traditional tributary relationship with China had been 

transformed by Chinese fear of foreign intrusion on Joseon sovereignty.   China had good 

reason for such fears: the Gapsin Coup was Japan’s first real challenge to Chinese 

suzerainty trying to estrange Joseon from China in the Sinocentric system. The Tientsin 

Convention provided a short respite for Joseon, prompting several neutralisation 

proposals as possible options for Joseon protection, but Joseon was later hampered by the 

Sino-Japanese commercial rivalry. Due to China and Japan claiming large shares of 

Joseon exports, Joseon was unable to generate economic self-sufficiency. Finally, though 

the Sino-Japanese War ended the Sino-Japanese rivalry, the failure to obtain Western 

powers’ diplomatic support ruined any possibility of Joseon neutralisation. 

 

The Anglo-Russian rivalry can be traced back to the 1880s, when the decline of the 

Ottoman, Persian, and Qing empires left a power vacuum in parts of Asia and prompted 

Britain to tackle Russian ambitions in Asia. While neither side had any substantial 

interest in Joseon, Britain ended up occupying Geomundo to stymie perceived Russian 

ambitions in the Far East but quickly encountered stiff opposition from Russia. The 

competition between these two European archrivals temporarily halted the Sino-Japanese 

rivalry and led to Joseon questioning the effectiveness of the tributary system. 

     

Though it is far from certain what really motivated Britain to occupy Geomundo, 

some clues exist; as early as 5 February 1885, E. Hertslet, a Foreign Office bureaucrat, 

composed a memorandum highlighting the importance of Port Hamilton (Geomundo).
 

The Admiralty seemed to share his view; British control of Geomundo could help 

safeguard British commercial interests in Joseon and secure a naval base to contain 

Russia. President of the Local Government Sir Charles W. Dilke weighed in as well, 

surmising that Geomundo could play a vital part if Britain launched an assault against 

Russia, perhaps from Vladivostok. 

 

The British occupation of Geomundo drew immediate criticism from emerging 

competitor Germany, despite its scant interest in Joseon. German Consul Zembsch, for 

                                                 
8 
The 1888 British Trade Report on Joseon noted that gold became a very important export commodity for 

Joseon, the bulk of which went to China and Japan, but that less than half of total gold exports (231,378 

Mexican dollars) were recorded in Joseon customs’ records; Dangookdaehakgyo dongyanghak yeonguso, 

ed., Gaehwagidaewoeminganmunhwagyoryuchongseo VII Gaehwagi hangukgwanryeon gumi 

muyeokbogoseo jaryojip (External Cultural Civil Exchange During the Period of Opening  Series VII 

Joseon-related Western Trade Report Source Collection) (Seoul: JNC, 2006), 62.
 

9 
Kirk W. Larsen, Tradition, Treaties, and Trade: Qing Imperialism and Chosŏn Joseon, 1850-1910 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press), 226.
 

10
 Ibid., 169.

 

11
 Ibid., 233.

 

12 
Guksa pyeonchan wiwonhoe, ed., Peulangseu woemubu munseo 6, Joseon (5) 1893-1894 (French 

diplomatic documents 6, Joseon (5) 1893-1894) (Gwacheon: Guksa pyeonchan wiwonhoe, 2007), 167-168.
 

13
 Jerome Chen, Yuan Shih-k’ai (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1972), 27 
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instance, attacked Britain’s occupation of Geomundo during his meeting with Joseon 

Foreign Minister Kim Yunshik. He argued that treaty powers were obliged to strongly 

protest Britain’s illegal action and that Joseon had to inform other treaty powers of its 

unequivocal opposition to the occupation.
14

 Although U.S. Chargé d’affaires Foulk had a 

close relationship with some Joseon officials, the U.S. remained uninterested in this issue, 

asserting that Britain did not wish to occupy Geomundo permanently or to lease it. Foulk 

thus counselled the Joseon government to notify Russia not to occupy any parts of Joseon 

territory.
15 

British Foreign Minister Sailsbury, though, worried that Britain’s withdrawal 

from Geomundo might tempt France, Germany, or Russia to occupy the island. 

Considering that these imperial powers all had growing interests in the Far East, 

Sailsbury’s concern was not entirely unfounded. This pushed Britain to ponder all 

necessary diplomatic steps to ensure Geomundo did not fall into any of their hands and to 

contemplate the neutralisation of Joseon as a method to shield the country from foreign 

intrusion. To this end, the British Foreign Office explored a China-led international 

agreement guaranteeing the territorial integrity of Joseon together with Russia and other 

related powers.
16 

In Joseon, questioning the tributary system, Kim Yunshik (25 June 

1885), Yu Giljun (December 1885), and Kim Okgyun (July 1886) proposed 

neutralisation to protect Joseon territorial integrity from possible Western invasion. In 

China, there were unofficial attempts to neutralise Joseon in 1886 as Li Ruifen and Kang 

Youwei felt the tributary system was under threat. Earl of Rosebery (April 1886) and 

Owen N. Denny (14 November 1886) followed suit, demonstrating a growing appetite for 

major power-sponsored Joseon neutralisation.
 
Nonetheless, together with major powers’ 

disinterest in neutralisation, China’s strong desire to preserve suzerainty over Joseon led 

to the failure of neutralisation, as Li Hongzhang convinced Russian Chargé d’affaires to 

China Ladyzhensky to support the status quo in Joseon and mediated Britain’s 

withdrawal from Geomundo.
17

 

 

The British decision to occupy Geomundo disturbed the fragile stability of Joseon 

created after the end of the Gapsin Coup and even complicated Joseon’s relations with 

major powers. Germany and the U.S., for instance, showed a relatively passive stance in 

protecting Joseon’s territorial integrity, let alone supporting neutralisation. Considering 

international criticism of the British occupation of Geomundo, this incident might have 

provided a legally binding chance for neutralisation to protect Joseon from any military 

interventions by other major powers like Russia; Joseon could have drawn on the 

experience of Belgium to state its case for non-militarised neutrality and stabilise itself. 

                                                 
14 

Goryeo daehakgyo, ed., Guhanguk woegyomunseo: Deokan 舊韓國外交文書: 德案 (Diplomatic 

Documents Pertaining to Joseon-German Relations) I, Doc. No.117 (Seoul: Goryo daehakgyo, 1970), 58-

60.
 

15 
George M. McCune and John A. Harrison ed., Joseonn-American Relations: Documents Pertaining to the 

Far Eastern Diplomacy of the United States. Volume I: The Initial Period, 1883-1886, Foulk to Bayard, 

No.174, 1885.5.25 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951), 76-77.
 

16 
Ilgeun Park, ed. Anglo-American Materials Relating to Joseon (1866-1886) (Seoul: Shinmundang, 1982), 

667-668; Ian Nish, ed., “Joseon, the Ryukyu Islands, and North East-Asia, 1875-1888,” In British 

Documents on Foreign Affairs: Reports and Papers from the Foreign Office Confidential Print, edited by 

Kenneth Bourne, and D. Cameron Watt (Frederick, MD: University Publications of America, 1989), 328.
 

17 
Yonggu Kim, Geomundowa beulladiboseutok—19segi hanbandoui pahaengjeok segyehwa gwajeong 

(Geomundo and Vladivostok— The Crippled Process of the Globalisation of the late 19th Century Joseon 

Peninsula) (Seoul: Seogang daehakgyo chulpanbu, 2009), 178. 
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With interest in Joseon, located at the heart of the geopolitically vital Far East, and its 

neutralisation ripening, Rosebery’s neutralisation proposal might have been the first real 

opportunity to materialise Joseon neutrality, if only Britain would have played a more 

positive role and arranged an appropriate international consensus among concerned major 

powers.     

 

Long before Russian influence penetrated Joseon, Russia had been depicted as an 

obsessive and expansionistic power in the Far East, harbouring ulterior motives towards 

Joseon. While this is open to interpretation, few would disagree that during 1895-1905 

Russia and Japan vied with each other to become the dominant force on the Joseon 

peninsula. Suggested after Queen Min was assassinated, neutralisation proposals by the 

Japan Daily (14 October 1895) and Itō Hirobumi (21 October 1895) were suggested to 

extricate Japan’s diplomatic quagmire. Gojong’s stay at the Russian legation forced the 

British government (second trial on 1 May 1896) to put forward neutralisation to counter 

Russia’s growing influence in Joseon. These proposals were constrained by Western 

suspicion towards Japan’s designs in Joseon and Russian disinterest. 

 

As the Russo-Japanese tension surrounding Joseon deepened, Russian and Japanese 

governments vied for railroad concessions, which, if equally distributed, were destined to 

affect Joseon neutralisation by producing a balance of power. Russian general 

Unterberger understood that the control of railroad construction rights was one of the best 

ways to consolidate Russian influence in Joseon. He thus favoured the Russian 

government using all necessary means at its disposal to secure those rights and prevent 

them from falling into other powers’ hands, especially Japan’s.
18 

Although coming just 

before the Sino-Japanese War, an American, British, German, and Russian ministers’ 

joint-intervention briefly rescued the Joseon government from wholesale Japanese 

domination in Joseon concessions,
19 

eventually along with Joseon telegraphs, Japan beat 

off other major powers’ competition and secured all railroad concessions, thereby 

depriving Joseon of an opportunity to realise neutralisation through the equal distribution 

of railroad concessions to major powers. 

 

Japan’s attempts to dominate Joseon went beyond railroad concessions. A month 

before the Katsura cabinet was set up (October 1901), Itō Hirobumi accommodated 

himself to Russian interests in Joseon and negotiated with the Russian government a joint 

guarantee of Joseon independence, a ban on the use of force against Joseon, free 

navigation of the Joseon Straits, and a joint guarantee forbidding the construction of 

military installations on the Joseon shore.
20

 Ultimately, Joseon, however, was excluded 

from Japan’s negotiating agenda for jurisdiction over strategic areas in the Far East, and 

                                                 
18 

Kim Jongheon et al., 79.
 

19 
Duus, 97.

 

20
 Yeoungjun Park, “Cheongiljeonjaeng ihu ilbonui daewoejeongchaeknon, 1895-1904—yamagata 

aritomoui jeonryakrongwa daehang damnon (The Debate on Japanese Foreign Policy After the Sino-

Japanese War, 1895-1904— In the Case of Yamagata Aritomo),” Ilbon yeongu nonchong 27 (Summer 

2008): 275.
 

21 
Geumyeong Song. Reosiaui dongbuka jinchulgwa hanbando jeongchaek (1860-1905) (Russia’s Advance 

into the Far East and its Policy on the Joseon Peninsula (1860-1905) (Seoul: Gukhakjaryowon, 2004), 382-

383. 
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Manchuria instead became Japan’s main focus. Hardliners within the Russian 

government were not pleased, but moderates were more receptive to the Japanese offer. 

Sergei Witte’s third (December 1901) and fourth (February 1903) and Gojong’s third 

(January 1902) neutralisation proposals, might have reflected moderates’ willingness to 

be flexible. Notwithstanding Japan and Western powers opposed to the proposals. The 

Russian government also proposed creating a possible neutral zone above the 39th 

parallel in the north of Joseon, but failed to receive Japan’s backing.
21 

  

As the Russo-Japanese War neared, more proponents came forward with wartime 

neutrality proposals to preserve Joseon territorial integrity and independence and 

maintain stability with major powers’ interests in the Far East; Gojong (fourth trial on 8 

May 1903), Hyeon Yeongwun and Hyeon Sanggeon (August 1903), Go Yeonghui (3 

September 1903), the Joseon government (first attempt on 23 November 1903 and second 

on 21 February 1904), the French and German governments (22 January 1904), and the 

Russian government (23 January 1904) all expressed same concern about Joseon 

neutrality. During the Russo-Japanese War, Carl Wolter also suggested wartime 

neutrality of Joseon on 2 March 1904 to safeguard Germany’s commercial interests in 

Joseon. However, none of them attracted major powers’ interest. 

   

Despite failing to obtain Japanese support, some Russians still clung to the belief 

that neutralisation was possible. Admiral Biriley recommended that Russian Foreign 

Minister Lamsdorff propose neutrality of the southern zone of the Joseon border at the 

Portsmouth negotiations with Japan in 1905, hoping to secure Russian interests after the 

Joseon-Japan Protocol. Since Russia was now Joseon’s only remaining ally, it was 

expected to buttress Joseon’s independence against Japanese aggression, although Japan 

was determined to eliminate any vestiges of formal diplomatic links between Joseon and 

Russia. Take Russian Consul in Shanghai Kleymenov’s report (May 1905) to Foreign 

Minister Lamsdorff. This included French Chargé d’affaires to Joseon Fontenay’s 

correspondence that the Japanese Minister had forced Gojong to nullify all treaties signed 

between Joseon and Russia.
22

 Nevertheless, Russia was still intent on checking Japanese 

designs on Joseon sovereignty; Lamsdorff informed Russian Minister to China D. D 

Pokotiloff (November 1905) that Russia still respected Joseon sovereignty and duly 

invited Joseon to send a representative to attend the Hague Peace Conference.
23

 Thus, the 

difference in the Joseon issue between Russia and Japan could not be resolved until the 

Russo-Japanese Agreement (30 July 1907), which forced Russia to surrender its influence 

in Joseon. 

 

The Russian and Japanese rivalry, a major power contest for the control of the right 

of railroad construction and telegraph lines, could have contributed to a balance of power 

in Joseon, facilitating its prospects for neutralisation, which was more likely to occur 

when Joseon’s key infrastructure was free from interference or exploitation by any one 

power. Not wanting to be bogged down in Joseon and assigning a greater strategic value 

to Manchuria than Joseon, the Russian government tried to settle with Japan through the 

establishment of a neutral zone yet still fought for Joseon sovereignty, until the post-

                                                 
22 

Ibid., 209.
  

23
 Park Jonghyo, 753. 
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Portsmouth Treaty. But Japan did not heed Russian entreaties, effectively killing Joseon’s 

chances for achieving neutralisation.  

 

Meanwhile, in spite of their ongoing rivalries and different strategies in East Asia, 

Japan and major powers overcame their differences and reached diplomatic compromises 

to maintain stability and preserve their interests and the balance of power in the region. 

As a result, from 1884 to 1907, major powers signed a series of international 

agreements—treaties, protocols, and declarations—with each other or Joseon, even 

though Joseon’s predicament was at most a minor consideration in them. Nevertheless, 

each of the agreements, though they carried different strategic implications, had a 

meaningful impact on Joseon neutralisation, either directly or indirectly. 

 

The Joseon-Russia Treaty of Commerce and Amity (25 June 1884) was much more 

than an opening of diplomatic relations between Joseon and Russia. An extension of 

Russia's long cherished ambition to secure an ice-free port and increased inland trade 

with Joseon and Joseon’s desire to alleviate Chinese political pressure, this treaty induced 

British Minister to China Nicholas R. O’Conor’s neutralisation proposal in February 

1885, reflecting Britain’s concern over Russian encroachment in Joseon. His proposal, 

however, also stemmed from Britain's eagerness to preserve its commercial and military 

supremacy in the Far East. O’Conor’s initiative had two stages: the first would seek joint 

protection of Joseon by China and Japan and the second would transform Joseon into a 

Swiss- or Belgian-style permanently neutral state. Nevertheless, China’s suzerainty over 

Joseon sank his scheme. The Russo-Joseon Overland Trade Convention (20 August 

1888) followed, demonstrating Russia’s desire to look for alternate trade routes in the Far 

East. Chesney Duncan, a former British employee at the Joseon Customs Service, 

regarded it as a sign of a Russian advance into Joseon and proposed neutralisation on 16 

March 1889 since, like his fellow countryman O’Conor, he was concerned about the 

growing Russian influence in Joseon.  

 

Betraying the Joseon government’s hopes in Min Yeonghwan, who was sent to 

Russia as an envoy to win its support for Joseon independence, Russian officials assigned 

a greater importance to Manchuria than Joseon. This might explain why Russia signed 

the Weber-Komura Memorandum at Seoul (14 May 1896) with Japan without informing 

Joseon in advance. In some ways, this was entirely predictable; until the Trans-Siberian 

Railway was completed Russia could not adopt hard-line measures due to its relatively 

weak military presence, not to mention Japan’s economic dominance in Joseon. Japan, 

for its part, had no reason to reject the Russian offer since it would allow Japan to escape 

from its awkward position after the assassination of Queen Min and Gojong’s escape to 

the Russian legation. Unfortunately for Joseon, this memorandum severely infringed 

upon Joseon’s sovereignty because Russia consented to a Japanese military presence in 

Joseon for guarding the telegraph line between Seoul and Busan while acquiring the right 

to dispatch an equal number of troops to Joseon should a conflict break out. Under these 

circumstances, in June 1896, American and British ambassadors in St. Petersburg 

suggested Joseon neutralisation under the joint guarantee of Russia and Japan, which 

demonstrated the useful role of third powers in neutralisation within the context of 
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balance of power in the region. Even so, Japan and Russia did not embrace this 

suggestion. 

 

The above agreement notwithstanding, Japan and Russia were unable to reconcile 

their differences in Joseon. Within this context, the Lobanov-Yamagata Protocol was 

concluded on 9 June 1896 at St. Petersburg to settle Japanese and Russian disputes 

concerning their sphere of influence over Joseon. While both countries agreed to support 

Joseon only after reaching a consensus
24

 and back Joseon’s efforts to build up its military 

forces,
25

 Japan had to in return agree to a Russian right to build a telegraph line linking 

Seoul to the Russian border. Neither side trusting the other, they left the door open for 

further negotiations regarding Joseon. On the bright side, this protocol also provided 

opportunity; Joseon neutralisation based on balance of power now seemed more plausible 

since neither Japan nor Russia was willing to tolerate single-power hegemony in Joseon. 

However, once again, Joseon was excluded from diplomatic negotiations between Japan 

and Russia, even if the protocol could potentially endanger Joseon sovereignty. As a 

countermeasure to preserve its sovereignty, Joseon government granted the Gyeongin 

Railway concession to the American businessman R. Morse.
26

 The Independence Club 

supported this decision since it could facilitate balance of power in Joseon. In the same 

vein, the club suggested neutrality diplomacy as a part of Joseon neutralisation on 18 

November 1897 to bolster Joseon’s fragile independence. Major powers’ greedy to 

exploit Joseon’s concession diplomacy, however, brought down this proposal.   

 

Concluded to settle any differences left by the two preceding agreements between 

Japan and Russia, the Rosen-Nishi Protocol (25 April 1898) brought a temporary respite 

from the Russo-Japanese rivalry over Joseon. In Russia, officials such as Foreign 

Minister Muraviev assumed that this agreement would mollify Japan’s hostility towards a 

Russian advance into Manchuria, provided that Russia acknowledged Japan’s economic 

interests in Joseon. Japan in turn expected Russia to respect Japan’s right to espouse 

Joseon sovereignty and independence in exchange for Japan’s recognition of Manchuria 

as Russia’s sphere of influence.
27

 However, though both sides recognised Joseon 

independence and vowed not to interfere in its internal affairs, Joseon still could not 

shake itself free from Russian and Japanese influence. After all, even its purported ally 

Russia had not yet abandoned its quest for an ice-free port in Joseon. French Minister in 

Tokyo Dubail voiced his observation that the lack of clear consensus between Japan and 

Russia on Joseon forced Japan to delay its annexation of Joseon, and thus, for the 

                                                 
24

 Soyeong Kim, “Seoulgwa moskubaaeseo gudulmanui georaerul hada: baebaeru-gomura gakseo 

(1896.5.14) wa robanopu-yamagata uijeongseo (1896.6.9) (Bargaining Between Themselves: Weber-

Komura Memorandum(1896.5.14) and Lobanov-Yamagata Protocol(1896.6.9)), In Joyakuro bon hanguk 

guendaesa (Joseon Modern History Through Treaties), Choi Deoksoo et al. (Paju: Yeolinchaekdul, 2010), 

382~383.  
25

 Minwon Yi, Myeongseonghwanghusihaewa agwanpacheon (The Assassination of Empress Min and 

Gojong’s Escape to the Russian Legation) (Seoul: Gukhak jaryowon, 2002), 147.  
26

 Doknip sinmun, 1896.7.2, http://www.mediagaon.or.kr/jsp/search/SearchGoMain.jsp?collection=GO 

(accessed June 16, 2013). 
27 

Song, 285.
 

28
 Guksa pyeonchan winwonhoe, ed., Peulangsu waemubu munseo 9: Daehanjeguk II · 1899~1901 (French 

Diplomatic Documents 9: The Joseon Empire II ∙ 1899~1901) (Gwacheon: Guksa pyeonchan wiwonhoe, 

2010), 180. 
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 11 

moment, Joseon could maintain its relative independence, like Turkey, until the changed 

interests of neighbouring powers produced a new regional order.
28 

Against these volatile 

circumstances, Jeon Byeonghoon (1 January 1899), William F. Sands (January 1900), the 

Yomiuri Shimbun (12 August 1900), Alphonse Tremule (1900), Yi Hayeong (1900), Jo 

Byeongshik (29 August and September 1900), Sergei Witte (first trial in October 1900 

and second on 25 July 1901), Gojong (1900.10.2), and Alexander P. Izvolsky (7 January 

1901) pursued neutralisation. All these proposals met with major powers’ disinterest and 

opposition.  

 

The two maritime powers Britain and Japan chose to row together in the 

treacherous East Asian currents and so signed the 1st Anglo-Japanese Alliance (30 

January 1902) to prevent Russia from expanding its sphere of influence in the Far East. 

But rejecting Britain's wish to extend the scope of their alliance to include India,
 
Japan 

successfully limited the alliance to only pertain to China and Joseon. This might be why 

Article 1 of the Alliance, “a powerful factor in shaping the course of events in the 

Extreme East,”
29 

emphasized that Japan possessed a special stake in Joseon politics and 

economy and could intervene in Joseon if Japanese interests there were endangered.
 
This 

provision had the potential to impede prospects for Joseon neutrality. In spite of British 

recognition of Joseon independence, the alliance gave the false impression that Japan had 

received permission from Britain to challenge Russian support for Joseon independence 

under the cloak of securing its interests in Joseon. After all, as French Minister to Joseon 

Plancy pointed out, this alliance reinforced Japan’s prestige in Joseon, where all officials 

except for Gojong’s close associates ended up toeing the line of the Japanese legation in 

Seoul.
30

 

 

 Concerned about the possible ramifications of the Anglo-Japanese alliance to its 

Far Eastern strategy, Russia teamed up with its ally France and announced the Franco-

Russian Declaration on 16 March 1902. The Russian Foreign Ministry hoped that this 

diplomatic counteraction could help preserve stability and peace in the Far East and 

potentially receive the support of major powers like Germany and the U.S.
31

 French 

Foreign Minister Delcassé concurred with the Russian move, insisting on the inclusion of 

the U.S. as a joint participant in the agreement.
32

 For Joseon neutralisation advocates, this 

declaration seemed well-timed, and Gojong for one thought that the Anglo-Japanese 

Alliance and the Franco-Russian Declaration would enable Joseon to accelerate its 

neutralisation process.
33 

Moreover, benefiting from Gojong’s amicable sentiments 

towards them, France and Russia emerged as prominent players in Joseon’s neutralisation 

diplomacy. French President Emile Loubert, fearful of a Japanese threat to French 

                                                 
29
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30
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31 
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Collection of Joseon-related Russian Documents at the Russian National Archives) (Seoul: Gukjae gyoryu 
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32
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33
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Indochina and anxious to direct Russian attention away from the Far East and toward 

Europe, proposed Joseon neutralisation in May 1902, but Russia did not respond to it. 

Likewise, four months later, seeking to preserve Russian interests in Manchuria and to 

counter Japanese influence in Joseon, Russian diplomats Pavloff, Izvolsky, and Cassini 

jointly contemplated neutralisation, in response to Japanese Foreign Minister Komura’s 

revised Joseon policy. With an agreeable balance of power between continental (Russia, 

France) and maritime (Japan, Britain) powers on the Joseon peninsula established, the 

stars appeared to be aligned in favour of Joseon neutralisation. Unfortunately, Japan, 

though it was another good opportunity, did not buy into this initiative 

 

Japan renewed its diplomatic offensive after making significant strides in the 

Russo-Japanese War. The 2nd Anglo-Japanese Alliance (12 August 1905) was the by-

product of this changed circumstance. Aimed at winning the “goodwill and support of all 

the Powers in endeavouring to maintain peace in East Asia,”
34 

the 2nd Anglo-Japanese 

Alliance eliminated Britain’s support for Joseon’s territorial integrity and independence.
 

Consequently, Japan’s paramount position in Joseon was further consolidated as the 

alliance allowed Japan to pursue its political, military, and economic interests there 

virtually at will. This agreement could not have come at a better time for Japan as the 1st 

Anglo-Japanese Alliance was seen as “a most inconvenient stumbling block” for Japan’s 

effort to establish a protectorate over Joseon.
35 

Having already succeeded in obtaining 

U.S. understanding for its domination over Joseon through the Taft-Katsura 

Memorandum (27 July 1905), which also included Japanese acknowledgement of the U.S. 

control of the Philippines, Japan could now count on Britain not to erect any stop signs 

on Japan's road to control of Joseon. With no major power left to shore it up, Joseon 

neutralisation was in a bad fix. 

 

Joseon’s quest for neutralisation took another turn for the worse when the 

Portsmouth Treaty went into force on 5 September 1905, which formally ended the 

Russo-Japanese rivalry. Having obtained the backing of pro-Japan U.S. President 

Theodore Roosevelt, who envisioned the maintenance of the balance of power in the Far 

East, Japan explored Russian approval of Japanese stakes in the politics, military, and 

economy of Joseon and wanted to confirm Joseon’s status as Japan’s protectorate. With 

its military reeling from defeat, Russia had no choice but to recognise Japan’s 

predominance in Joseon politics and economy. This did not mean Russia severed all ties 

with Joseon; it trusted that Joseon could maintain its sovereignty and independence since 

no provisions denying such were a part of the treaty.
36 

Accordingly, Joseon, as a result, 

still presumed that Russia would support Joseon independence and lobbied Russian 

officials to win major powers’ sympathy for its neutralisation. Japan, however, was 

plotting to deprive Joseon of its rights of diplomacy, at which it eventually succeeded 

through the Protectorate Treaty (17 November 1905). Believing the treaty illegal, Ernest 

                                                 
34

 British Foreign Office, Foreign Office: Anglo-Japanese Agreement 1905 (Blue Book): F. O. 46/672, 

Landsdowne to Hardinge, September 8, 1905, 52.
 

35
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36 
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Bethell proposed a Belgian-style neutrality in March or April 1907,
37

 though it is unclear 

whether Gojong went along with it. Coincidentally, Russia sought to enlist major powers’ 

support for Joseon independence by inviting Joseon to the 2nd Hague Peace Conference,
 

where Joseon could prove the Protectorate Treaty illegitimate and earn major powers’ 

support for Joseon sovereignty. 

 

According to Russian Consul General in Seoul Plancon, the Franco-Japanese 

Convention (10 June 1907) was arranged to buttress Japan’s control over Joseon and 

conceal the illegality of the Protectorate Treaty.
 
France could feel secure about receiving 

Japan’s blessing for the French spheres of influence in Indochina and Southern China in 

return for recognising Japan’s spheres of influence in Joseon, Manchuria, and Fukien.
38 

This dealt a severe blow to Joseon because France, after Russia, was the most active 

player in Joseon neutralisation diplomacy, as it mediated Russo-Japanese disputes during 

Gojong’s flight to the Russian legation and supported Joseon’s 2nd wartime neutrality 

declaration immediately before the Russo-Japanese War on the advice of French Minister 

to Joseon Fontenay.
39

 With the Franco-Japanese Convention, however, France bowed to 

realpolitik, prioritising its colonial interests rather than continuing to champion Joseon 

independence. 

       

The seeds for Russo-Japanese Agreement (30 July 1907) were planted in mid-1906, 

when Russo-Japanese negotiations on the settlement of the Russian sphere of influence in 

Manchuria and the Japanese sphere of influence in Joseon were started
40

 after former 

Russian Minister to Japan Izvolsky was appointed the new Russian foreign minister and 

quickly thereafter adopted a more conciliatory policy towards Japan. Provided that it 

gave up its advocacy of Joseon independence, Russia would secure its sphere of influence 

in Northern Manchuria and Outer Mongolia. In return, Japan won Russian consent for 

Japan’s control of Joseon and sphere of influence in Southern Manchuria.
41 

Now that 

Russia’s support for Joseon independence was no longer, no major power was left to 

support Joseon neutralisation. Faced with this situation, Joseon tried to appeal for its 

independence at the Second Hague Conference, but failed to attend, which led to Joseon 

envoys Yi Sangseol’s Dutch/Swiss/Belgian-style (27 July, 3 August, and 11 December 

1907
42

) and Yi Wijong’s Swiss/Dutch-style neutralisation proposals (2 August
43

 and 5 

September 1907). Still, no major power supported them. 
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Joseon neutralisation was affected by many international agreements, including the 

examples given above. In the Sino-Japanese rivalry, the two Joseon-Russian treaties 

helped restore balance of power in Joseon by inducing one continental power (Russia) to 

counter another, entrenched continental power (China) as well as generating Britons’ 

neutralisation proposals to contain Russia. In the Russo-Japanese rivalry, the Weber-

Komura Memorandum, Lobanov-Yamagata Agreement, and Rosen-Nishi Protocol were 

concluded to mediate differences of the policies on Joseon and Manchuria between Japan 

and Russia, boosting temporarily the outlook for Joseon neutralisation proposals. The 1st 

Anglo-Japanese Alliance and Franco-Russian Declaration divided the major powers 

involved in Joseon into two camps, which produced another window of opportunity for 

Joseon neutralisation. With the U.S. and Britain throwing their weight behind Japanese 

dominance in Joseon, the Taft-Katsura Memorandum and the 2nd Anglo-Japanese 

Alliance upset the balance of power in East Asia and made Joseon neutralisation more 

challenging. The Treaty of Portsmouth, however, did not extinguish the flame of Joseon 

neutralisation, at least in the eyes of Russia, which still considered Joseon an independent 

country. Whereas the illegal Protectorate Treaty rather made up an excuse for suggesting 

Joseon neutralisation, the Franco-Japanese Convention and Russo-Japanese Agreement 

completely shattered any lingering hopes for neutralisation. 

 

In sum, during the 25 years (1882-1907) major powers were vying over their 

individual interests on the Joseon peninsula, creating both headwinds and tailwinds for 

the many Joseon neutralisation proposals which were floated from many hands working 

in the service of many masters. Finally, the three rivalries—the Sino-Japanese rivalry 

(1882-1905), Anglo-Russian rivalry (1885-1887), and Russo-Japanese rivalry (1895-

1905) —were put to an end by the conclusion of the Treaty of Shimonoseki, the British 

withdrawal from Geomundo, and the signing of the Portsmouth Treaty. However, in the 

midst of the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese rivalries, many international agreements 

were concluded between major powers or major powers and Joseon, which mainly 

facilitated various neutralisation proposals. Nevertheless, all efforts for Joseon 

neutralisation proved to be futile, since no international agreement was ever concluded 

among concerned parties to successfully buttress neutralisation. Despite this setback, 

neutralisation attempts in Joseon still serve as a useful lesson for future candidates to be 

neutralised.   
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