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Abstract

This paper examines the Choson government’s first attempt to establish legations
abroad, carried out in July-November of 1887. Taking that time’s geopolitical and
internal situation into account, the author analyzes such events as the anti-Foulk
campaign (early 1887) and the coup d’état rumors (summer of 1887) as factors that
ensured the smooth dispatching of the Chosdn (Korea) embassy to Japan in early
August 1887. The geopolitical situation that surrounded the Korean Peninsula
in late summer-autumn of 1887 will be analyzed as a factor, complicating the
dispatch of Choson diplomats to the United States and Europe later that year. In
order to achieve these, and to reveal the deception and manipulation behind King
Kojong’s actions at the time, the author relies on the analysis of Russian, Korean,
and English primary sources.
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Initiated in the early 1880s, a proactive line of diplomacy set up by King Kojong
produced its intended outcome: by the mid-1880s, the Choson government had
concluded treaties with all major powers active in the region, with the American,
British, German, and Russian diplomats residing on Korean soil to represent their
countries’ interests.2 There were, however, no Choson envoys sent to the above
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mentioned nations to serve abroad. Evidently, before 1887, neither the King nor
his government felt the necessity to carry out bilateral relations with foreign
states. By mid-1887, that was to change.

On 6 July 1887, Kojong quite suddenly declared that the absence of a Choson
minister to Japan harmed friendly relations between the neighboring countries.?
The King’s proclamation paved the way for a state initiative to set up Choson’s
legations abroad—in Japan, the United States, and Europe. This action appears as
a natural next step in the development of the Choson state’s foreign diplomacy.
However, the timing of its launch offers grounds for speculation. As the matter
of the British seizure of Chosén’s Kdmundo islands had just been resolved,* the
country seemingly had no urgent need for an international, especially Western,
representation.

Despite the existence of several prior studies focusing on Choson’s diplomatic
relations in the late nineteenth century and the country’s exchanges with
its regional and Western partners, no detailed analysis of Kojong’s attempt to
establish the country’s legations in Japan, the United States, and Europe in 1887
has been produced so far.> Therefore, hoping to shed some light on the King’s
reasoning behind taking this politically tangled and economically burdensome
action, this paper examines the complicated international and internal situations
that affected Kojong’s decision.

Part one: In the whirlpool of geopolitics

At the end of 1886, the balance of power around the Korean Peninsula had
shifted. With Russia and China coming to terms on their relationship with
Choson,® Japan, whose relations with the Qing were significantly wounded by
the Nagasaki incident,” began to suspect that, amidst a Chinese triumph,? its
influence in this region, limited by terms of the Tianjin convention,’ would
weaken even further. The government in Tokyo assumed that the status-quo
established between Russia and China over Choson might cover not only these
two countries’ interests on the peninsula, but also the geopolitical agenda of a
third party as well.!° Therefore, aiming to protect its geopolitical interests, by
the spring of 1887, the Japanese government reportedly suggested renegotiation
of the terms of its agreement with China.!* The fact that the Qing and Meiji
governments were once again about to rearrange their spheres of influence can
indeed be considered a significant trigger for Kojong’s responsive actions: amid
rumored Sino-Japanese talks and with Russia and Great Britain being generally
ousted, the geopolitical situation around the Korean Peninsula was in danger of
degrading to the level of late 1884.
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The only power, remaining uninvolved in the recent political struggles, which
Kojong, with a certain degree of remorse, could still call an ally was the United
States. Its representative in Seoul, George Clayton Foulk,!? enjoyed the King’s
trust and affection. Therefore, it was only natural that from late 1884, and amid
Foulk’s steadily increasing political influence, the activities of the US legation in
Choson’s capital challenged the Chinese strategies on many occasions. In addition,
Foulk’s relationship of trust with Kojong and the latter’s reliance on the former’s
expertise and opinions regarding issues of Choson’s domestic and foreign policies
highlighted the authority that this American, and the government he represented,
enjoyed in Korea. Their personal relations, in turn, elevated the already generally
positive perception of the United States even further. A sustained level of reliance,
which Kojong maintained on the United States (expressed, for example, in its
continuous requests for US military advisors),'® frequently posed a threat to
Chinese authority over Chosdn. Yuan Shikai,'* the Qing’s minister-resident in
Seoul, understood this all too well. Therefore, exploiting the abovementioned
changes in the geopolitical situation, in late 1886, under the pretext of ousting
Foulk, the Chinese diplomat sought to launch a campaign to damage Choson’s
relations with the United States, which by extension would enforce and ensure the
country’s international isolation. Parts of Foulk’s secret report to his government
about the events of the Kapsin Coup (1884), published by a foreign newspaper in
Shanghai in late 1886, set this campaign in motion.

In late December 1886, right after Foulk’s resignation from his official duties
at the legation due to health problems, the Foreign Minister of Choson, Kim
Yun-sik,'> unexpectedly called on the United States minister, William Rockhill,'6
and informed him that Foulk had published not one but three articles laying
out his opinions—false, as Kim emphasized—about a coup d’état that occurred
in Seoul in December 1884.17 Aiming to attract the American official’s utmost
attention, Kim pointed out that by spreading untruths, Foulk was weakening the
friendly relations between the two countries.'8 At that time, Foulk was still present
in Seoul,'® and he was able to personally answer these accusations: he stated that
he never published anything whatsoever in any form relating to Choson and that
he was ignorant about how the newspaper’s reporters had obtained the published
materials.20 This first-hand clarification evidently was satisfactory, because in late
March 1887, the Foreign Minister of Choson informed the US legation that he was
now aware that Foulk had absolutely nothing to do with the publication of these
articles.?! The case was seemingly resolved, but not exactly.

While Rockhill and other members of the US legation were making efforts to
pacify Kim Yun-sik, seeing the resolution to be Foulk’s prompt departure from
Choson, Kojong, evidently, made all necessary efforts to ensure the former US
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official’s further involvement in Korea’s state affairs, at least in a semi-official
capacity.?2 Therefore, in early March 1887, rumors of the King’s intention to
employ Foulk in the Chosdn government began to spread.?3 By May 1887, the
rumors were fueled by yet further speculation that a house, built at Kojong’s
expense, was being prepared for Foulk to occupy.?* This became rich fodder for
fresh Sino-American tensions.

After almost one month of secrecy and silence, which assured the new US
minister, Hugh A. Dinsmore,?5 of the complete settlement of the matter regarding
Foulk’s alleged publications,?6 on 31 April, Kim Yun-sik paid an unexpected visit
to the American legation once more. He brought up the matter again, and, stating
that Foulk had been instrumental in the publication of three newspaper articles
prejudicial to Choson and its high officials, demanded that he never again set
foot in the country.2” Dinsmore asked Kim for the source of this new information,
and the Choson Foreign Minister revealed that the publications in question came
into his possession through the Chinese.?® The next day, an official dispatch from
the Choson Foreign Office to the United States legation in Seoul confirmed Kim’s
demands. The correspondence stated that, in light of Foulk’s actions, the ministers
of state and people of Choson had lost their trust in him, and, therefore, he should
leave the country immediately.2° This dispatch turned the issue into a diplomatic
row.

At this point, it was obvious that the Chinese representative in Seoul stood
behind the campaign against the former American diplomat. Evidently, Yudn
Shikai became aware of the King’s intention to secure Foulk’s presence in the
country and attempted to object to it by announcing that he would not feel safe in
Seoul unless it was free of Foulk’s presence.3? In early May 1887, several foreign
representatives in Seoul reported that, aiming to set an example, Yudn was about
to leave and sail for China.?! It was expected, however, that, despite the threat,
the Chinese official would not leave the country. Nonetheless, his vocal support
of the Choson Foreign Office’s actions added to the general understanding that
the attempt to expel Foulk was inspired by the Chinese.3?

Through May 1887, Kim and Yudn’s claim found no satisfaction as United
States officials continuously stressed their inability to influence a civilian, which
Foulk was, in his choice of residency. Finally, this countering pushed Kim Yun-sik
to voice an open threat: the Foreign Minister stated that further noncompliance
would involve the US legation in “trouble.”33 Yuan naturally supported Kim’s
rhetoric, expressing his hope that the American officials would lose no time taking
proper action to satisfy a request from a country that was of deep interest to China
and submit to the demand for Foulk’s deportation.3*
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It is noticeable that all this time, in parallel to Kim and Yudn’s vocal protests,
Dinsmore continued to receive semi-official dispatches from the palace, which
repeatedly assured him of Kojong’s desire for Foulk to remain in the country.3>
Siding with the King, Dinsmore continued to oppose the Foreign Office’s demands
which were obviously directed by the Chinese representative in Seoul.

By mid-June, after witnessing the ineffectiveness of Kim Yun-sik and Yuan
Shikai’s efforts in Choson, Qing higher officials came up with a new approach
to settle the Foulk issue. The Chinese representative in Washington informed
the United States government of intelligence that Foulk, still present in Choson,
was aided by some “evil” Koreans to plan a rebellion against China.3 The claim
represented a threat to Sino-American relations and produced results favorable
for the Qing. On 15 June, the Secretary of the Navy annulled Foulk’s furlough and
ordered him to immediately report for duty on one of the United States steamers
in the Asian region, literally extracting the former diplomat from Choson.3’

It is easy to assume that even before Foulk left the country, witnessing Kim
Yun-sik openly allying with the Chinese, Kojong suspected his efforts would have an
unfavorable outcome. Discord between the King and the Foreign Office highlighted
the strengthening of pro-Chinese political forces in the country, posing a threat
to Kojong’s line of active and diversified diplomacy.3® However, the so-called
anti-Foulk campaign had a geopolitical consequence as well. The open character
of the Qing’s calls to the United States, which the government in Washington
satisfied, demonstrated how far China was willing to go in pursuing its interests in
Choson. Meanwhile, the United States government’s ultimate decision on Foulk’s
relocation showcased the almost unchallenged nature of the Chinese claim over
the Korean Peninsula. Taken as a whole, the outcome of Foulk’s case highlighted
that Choson was widely perceived as a subject state of China.3?

Pressed by the need to protect and secure the country’s sovereign international
status, Kojong found the solution in a scheme for Choson’s legations to be sent
abroad. It was however obvious that China would not only criticize such a move
but, under current circumstances, most possibly succeed in negating the King’s
intentions. Therefore, Kojong needed a diversion, something to bring the inter-
national community of states to his side, at least temporarily, to ensure the Qing
government was blind to his actions. An idea of yet another coup d’état being
cooked up somewhere in Seoul with a pinch of Chinese assistance—a strategy that
Kojong was familiar with, perhaps, too well—satisfied this need most perfectly.

This is how Min Yong-ik,*! Kojong’s trustworthy ally, who at the same time
enjoyed the confidence of the Qing court, became a part of the King’s “tricky”
scheme.?
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Part two: The king'’s tricky scheme

In the summer of 1887, residents of the Choson capital were once again agitated
by spicy rumors circulating on the streets about yet another risky plan cooked up
by the Taewon’gun to overthrow his son, Kojong.*3 The sole source of this specu-
lation was a Choson high state official, Min Yong-ik, who throughout June-July
1887 spared no efforts to increase public awareness of the crisis looming over
his country. It is, however, noticeable that Min’s venture did not begin in Seoul.

Accounts of the Russian Foreign Ministry disclose that in mid-May 1887, Min
Yong-ik had unexpectedly called on a Russian agent in Shanghai. Min revealed
that, aided by pro-Chinese state officials, the Taewdn’gun was preparing a coup to
overthrow Kojong. Min passionately and selflessly expressed his will to prevent
the coup from happening, and, for this purpose, requested two Russian warships
to deliver him to Choson,** and, should his attempt fail, to ensure his retreat and
protection.®>

Min’s request alarmed Russian high officials. The Russian minister in Seoul,
Carl Waeber (also known as Weber or BeGep),* was promptly contacted about the
state of affairs on the peninsula. His seemingly ambiguous reply was that, although
there was no evidence to prove Min Yong-ik’s claim, given the current situation in
the country,*” an attempted coup was quite possible.#® The government in Saint
Petersburg soon reached a decision to not become involved, at least officially.
Therefore, although issuing an order preventing Min Yong-ik from reaching
Choson onboard a Russian vessel,*? the Russian government, now possessing
a tool to reinstate its influence on the Korean Peninsula,’® that is Min Yong-ik’s
intelligence, ultimately resorted to semi-official diplomatic means.

Details of Min’s report were promptly transmitted to the Russian Minister
in Japan for him to disclose it to the government in Tokyo.5! Suspecting that the
plan for a coup d’état was created by the government in Beijing, the Russians also
semi-privately and quite strategically enlightened the German consul in China.>?
Finally, the Russian consul in Tianjin was ordered to call on LI Hongzhang.>?
Maintaining the sources’ strict anonymity, he inquired about the matter.5* In
sum, by late May—early June 1887, Russian diplomats had made all the necessary
semi-official efforts to spread international awareness of the possibility of a coup
in Choson.

This, however, did not satisfy Min Yong-ik. On 10 June, he informed the Russian
consul in Yantai that his actions were sanctioned by the King of Chosén,3* and once
again attempted to induce the Russian government to open action. Only after this
attempt, too, met with Russian refusal, did Min finally give up and depart from
Yantai for Choson on a regular steamer, reaching Chemulp’o on 14 June,% after
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a yearlong absence from the country. The second act of his play was to unfold
in Seoul.

In mid- to late June, Min visited the United States legation in the Choson capital
at least twice and shared his abovementioned knowledge with Dinsmore. He
also informed the American diplomat of a plan that was formed between the
Chinese representative in Seoul, the Taewon’gun, and a few pro-Qing Choson state
officials to depose the King and place his younger brother on the throne.5” Min
Yong-ik added that the Chinese aimed to explore the upcoming coup d’état as an
opportunity to seize the country and establish an outer province of China on the
Korean Peninsula.>® Min ended by hinting at the prospect of danger to foreigners
residing in the country. For this, he pointed out that if the Taewon’gun, infamous
for his long and deep dislike of foreigners, rose to power yet again, it would pose
a direct threat not only to the personal well-being of foreigners in Choson but
to the country’s diplomatic and economic relations with its Western partners.5°

Around 16 June, Min Yong-ik called on Carl Waeber and essentially repeated his
speech to the United States minister. It is noticeable, however, that his narrative
became more detailed: Min additionally revealed that the coup d’état plotters
planned to set the palace on fire and kill the King and the Queen.%° Finally, Min
Yong-ik acquainted a foreign advisor to the Choson government, Owen Nickerson
Denny,®! the third and most elaborate version of the upcoming events. It contained
the additional information that, after gaining control over the Choson garrison at
Kangwha island, Yudn Shikdi was to commit an arson attack on the Taewdn’gun’s
house while rioters attacked the royal palace. In short, Yuan was to then lead
Choson troops to save the day, just as he did back in 1884. As a result, Min warned,
Yudn would then declare the son of the King’s elder brother heir-apparent, with the
TaewOn’gun serving as regent, thereby enabling the Chinese to thoroughly seize
control over the government and country.62 Min Yong-ik’s relentless efforts began
to bear fruit, and by late June 1887, rumors of an upcoming attempt to overthrow
Kojong spread widely around Seoul and penetrated the Choson government.53

The rumored coup, however, never materialized. Despite the agitation that
occurred in Seoul in late June—early July 1887, neither the Taewon’gun nor the
Chinese representative took any real action. Additionally, L Hongzhang affirmed
that he was completely unaware of the rumor,%* and asserted that any distur-
bance in Choson would cause only problems and was therefore unwanted by the
Chinese government.5> By mid-July, the situation in Seoul returned to a more or
less normal state.

The general audience, puzzled by Min Yong-ik’s secret escape from the country
inlate July 1887,%¢ interpreted his midsummer venture as the spontaneous action
of a “half-wit.”¢” No one suspected any connection between the rumors of a coup
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d’état and Kojong’s intention to set up Choson legations abroad. Furthermore,
following Dinsmore’s report, Min Yong-ik informed the American representative
of the King’s plan to establish various foreign legations around mid-June 1887—
about one month before the 6 July declaration.®® The Russian minister too learned
of Kojong’s intention to appoint an envoy to Russia and other countries—news that
would raise the temperature in Seoul’s political circles only one month later—from
Min, who was leaving Choson aboard a Russian vessel.® However, none of these
two officials connected Min’s activities and the King’s plans at that time. Therefore,
Min Yong-ik’s contribution to the events that followed remained unnoticed by his
contemporaries.

Yet, in light of all this, it is safe to assume that assigning the role of whistleblower
to Min Yong-ik, who was to alarm Choson’s treaty partners about a possible crisis
looming on the Korean Peninsula, Kojong intended to secure their (at least) moral
support, which would restrain China from interrupting the King’s further actions.
In the beginning, this plan worked well. Right after the 6 July declaration, Kojong
immediately appointed several officials to represent Choson’s state interests
in Tokyo and, therefore, develop a rapprochement between the two countries.
Following diplomatic protocol, four days later, on 10 July, the Japanese legation in
Seoul was informed of the King’s decision.”® On 1 August, the Japanese government
was officially notified of the coming of a Chosén minister, and two days later, on 3
August, a party of Choson diplomats, led by Min Yong-ik’s relative, Min Yong-chun,”
left for Japan. All of these drew no reaction whatsoever from the Qing.

As members of the Choson legation to Japan were dispatched smoothly, further
actions aiming at strengthening the country’s relations with its Western treaty
partners were promptly taken. On 18 August, Kojong appointed Park Chong-yang
as the Chosodn minister to the United States,”? and Sim Sang-hak as the Choson
representative to five European treaty countries,’® England, Germany, Russia,
Italy, and France.”* It was expected that the newly appointed officials would leave
for their posts in mid-September.”>

This time, however, Kojong’s actions drew Qing attention. The King, apparently,
underestimated Choson’s strategic importance to China: consenting to share its
authority with Japan, both being bound by the Tianjin Convention, the Qing were
opposed to the idea of Choson’s representation in the West. Therefore, an August
appointment of Choson envoys to Europe and the United States was an action that
China could not overlook under any circumstances. Still, restricted by the recent
rumors of a coup d’état, it acted quietly during the late summer of 1887. But, as
the agitation about the potential coup died out by autumn, China finally felt free
to tame its tributary neighbor. That, however, does not mean that Kojong gave
up on his idea easily, so the Sino-Choson tension escalated.
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Part three: The battle begins

As mentioned above, Park Chong-yang and Sim Sang-hak’s appointment to
the United States and Europe invoked strong opposition from Yuan Shikdi. On
20 August, the Chinese representative sent a telegraph message to LI Héngzhang
informing the Viceroy of the King of Choson’s intentions’® and then, reportedly,
left the capital along with his secretary and a large train of retainers, intending
to leave the Korean Peninsula for China.””

Although the United States minister explained Yudn’s alleged departure as a
result of his failure to press through the Taew6n’gun’s appointment to State office,’®
the Russian sources claimed that the Chinese minister’s public demarche was an
attempt to prevent the Choson ministers to Europe and the United States from
leaving the country.”® Given the history of Yudn’s previous eccentric behavior,
politically motivated every time,?° and the unfolding tensions around the Chosén
envoys, it is indeed easy to follow the Russian account and deduce that the Chinese
minister’s actions were nothing more than a muscle-flexing exercise, aimed at
taming the rebellious King. It is further known that Yudn ultimately never left
Seoul; he was persuaded to stay by the King himself.8! The latter perhaps aimed
to avoid alienating the Chinese diplomat, but ultimately miscalculated the greater
significance of this action.

LiHoéngzhang’s reply to Yudn Shikai’s report came in early September 1887. The
viceroy questioned the need to send ministers abroad to countries where Choson
had no merchants or trade.?? Evidently, rather than forbidding the dispatching of
diplomats, the Chinese high official intended to persuade Kojong not to carry out
the plan. Three days later, however, yet another letter from Li Héngzhang was
delivered to the Court of Choson. In his second message, the viceroy, in much less
restrained language, stated that as a dependent state, Choson must seek the Chinese
government’s permission before appointing diplomatic representatives abroad.8?
Given the difference in tone between these two dispatches, it can be deduced that
the first message, composed on 6 September, was not a direct reply to Yuan Shikai’s
telegram. It can be further assumed that when composing this dispatch, Li was
not yet aware that the Choson minister to the United States was about to leave the
country to take up his duties in Washington. Rather, his cautious inquiry was a
follow-up to Min Yong-chun’s party leaving for Tokyo. A narrative change in Li’s
second message, composed on 11 September, clearly shows his awareness and
concerns regarding the upcoming further dispatch of Choson envoys.

It took about ten days for Kojong to produce and transfer his reply to Li’s
inquiries. In his correspondence, dated 22 September, the King explained that
Choson’s intention to establish legations in the capitals of treaty powers had
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previously been discussed with the viceroy on several occasions. Kojong also
highlighted that, as the treaty with the United States had been concluded with the
assistance of the Chinese government, the latter was well aware of and should be
prepared to comply with clauses of the document that ensured Choson’s ability
to appoint and dispatch official representatives. He added that the same clauses
were included in Choson’s treaties with other countries and clarified that the
current decision to establish legations was taken in response to requests from the
treaty powers. Finally, the King stated that in light of the above circumstances,
he deemed that China was duly Informed of Choson’s intentions and approved of
them.?* Overall, Kojong’s reply reflected his firmness in preventing the Chinese
from affecting or getting involved in his diplomatic activities.

He proceeded accordingly, implementing no changes in minister Park
Chong-yang and his party’s schedule. The delegation of Chosén diplomats was
to leave Seoul for Chemulp’o on 24 September. That day, Yudn Shikai once again
attempted to importune the King to change his purpose by presenting yet another
dispatch from Li Hongzhang, received by Yudn on 23 September.3> This letter, in a
much less cautious tone than Li’s previous correspondence, once again delivered
the Chinese government’s clarification that Chosdon must first ask for Qing
approval, and only after obtaining it could Kojong appoint and send ministers
to foreign countries.®8 Further hinting at Choson’s role as a dependent state, the
telegram specifically stressed that such a procedure would be a proper way for
the King to act.?’

However, this too did not influence Kojong to comply. The issue culminated
with Yudn’s order to prevent the Chosén minister to the United States and his
party from leaving the country, allegedly by force.®8 According to an account
of the American representative in Seoul, minister Park and other diplomats
were met by Chinese officers as emissaries of the Chinese minister near the
city gates, and either by force or intimidation were induced to delay their
departure.®? Waiting for further instructions, Park stayed outside the city gates
for two or three days, when he was summoned back by the King.?® Although it
was officially announced that the delegation had to postpone its departure due
to Park unexpectedly falling sick,® evidently, Yuan Shikai finally succeeded in
pressing Kojong into submission by threatening to declare war if the party of
Choson diplomats left for the United States.??

It is evident that the early, rather relaxed, responses to Yuan’s threats can
be explained as having been fueled by the King’s conviction, with international
opinion on his side, that none of the written dispatches covering the issue of
the Choson diplomats that were delivered to the Korean Court by the Chinese
representative in Seoul were written or sanctioned by Li Héngzhang. Up until
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late September 1887, both Kojong and the majority of Choson state officials were,
wrongly as it turned out, assured that this correspondence was forged and issued
not by the viceroy but by Yuan Shikai himself.?® The events of 24 September,
however, poured cold water on the matter. That day, Kojong most probably
realized that the Chinese were not above utilizing military force to bend Chos6n
to their will. Experiences of 1882 (the Imo incident) and 1884 (the Kapsin coup),
which most dramatically showcased Qing resolution, were evidently recalled in
late September 1887, and ultimately forced Kojong to change his approach.

Part four: The bitter end

After late September 1887, feeling that momentum was lost and extremely anxious
to have his ministers go,?* Kojong had to mitigate his previous adamant attitude.
A memorial in the name of the Emperor was prepared to pacify the Qing. In this
document, Kojong reaffirmed his country’s tributary relationship to China and
yet emphasized that the king of Choson was a full sovereign in all matters of
international administration and foreign relations.?> Aiming to please the Chinese
even further, Kojong added that as a dependent state Chosdn was reverently
maintaining and observing the proper rules of courtesy and respect. However,
it regarded itself as equal and reciprocal with foreign nations. Hence, ministers,
clothed with power, were now needed for Choson to attend to international
questions then arising.’¢ Therefore, as a matter of formality, Kojong was appealing
for the Chinese Emperor’s post-factum approval of the appointment of Chos6n
ministers, which would settle the question regarding envoys in conformity with
the stipulations of the country’s treaties with Western powers.%’

Along with that, attempting to combat the Qing pressure with the support of
Choson’s Western treaty powers, on 30 September, Kojong requested Horace N.
Allen® to confer with the Americans and Russians and see whether they would
back the King in sending off his envoys.?® Allen complied, and a day later met with
Waeber and Dinsmore. The latter, offended by Yuan Shikai’s attitude,!%° suggested
sending the delegation of Choson diplomats at once, regardless of the hazards and
despite the Qing objections, but Waeber advised they wait until orders of conduct
regarding the issue were received from the Russian and American governments.
He rationalized that, whether good or bad, the mere fact of the receipt of such a
dispatch would be sufficient to intimidate the Chinese, and, possibly, make them
back off.101 Ultimately, all parties sided with the Russian minister’s suggestion, and
related requests were sent to both Washington and Saint Petersburg.

Additionally, on the same day, 30 September 1887, Denny was sent to Shanghai
to negotiate the issue with Li Hongzhang directly.1%2 Apparently, the King expected
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to challenge the authority of the Chinese minister in Seoul, and thereby mediate
Qing dissatisfaction. For this purpose, Kojong furnished Denny with copies of
Yuan’s written threats, perhaps hoping to find that they were unauthorized by
the viceroy.19 Denny’s attempt, however, was unfruitful. Li Hongzhang confirmed
the authority of Yudn’s recent actions and, once again, repeated the narrative that
Choson had to take China’s permission before sending diplomats abroad. The
Chinese high official also voiced a new condition that the appointed ministers
must not be of a higher grade than minister resident.'%4 It is evident that by putting
Choson diplomats a grade lower than their Chinese counterparts, LI intended to
boldly showcase Choson’s dependent status internationally.

The King’s attempt to win the support of Russia and the United States also
ended in disappointment. When the requested instructions came back, it became
clear that none of Choson’s so-called partners were willing to mediate. The
government in Washington merely expressed surprise and regret regarding the
Chinese obstruction to sending a Chosdn envoy to the United States;'% Waeber
was, apparently, specifically forbidden to take any official or semi-official part in
the ongoing crisis.

In this situation, in mid-October, an official letter from China came. The Qing
government approved the dispatch of Choson ministers to the West. It, however,
demanded, supporting Li Héngzhang’s claim, that to highlight the difference
between China and Choson, the Choson diplomats must be appointed as Minister
Resident.'%¢ This correspondence was soon followed by the rules of conduct,
composed by the viceroy for the Choson officials performing their duties abroad,
which were delivered to the Choson Court on 9 November. These new regulations
dictated that the Choson envoys to the West present themselves for duties through
the Chinese ministers, to take a place lower than that of Chinese officials during
receptions and other official gatherings, and to always consult with the Chinese
ministers before taking any diplomatic actions.'%’

Kojong did not comply. Instead, he exploited the momentum and on 16 November,
bid farewell to Park Chdng-yang’s party as it left for Washington.!%® Accordingly, the
King neither adjusted Park’s credentials and official papers nor issued additional
instructions for the Choson minister to the United States.!%®

Kojong’s deliberate negligence did not go unnoticed by the Chinese. Cho
Sin-htii’s party,!'® which departed for Europe soon after Park’s delegation, faced
the consequences of the King’s noncompliance. Reaching Hong Kong by the end
of 1887, the group was prevented from proceeding further to Europe. In early
January 1888, Kojong once again attempted to mediate Qing dissatisfaction by
publicly submitting to the three rules of conduct and transferring them to Park
Chong-yang in Washington.!'! However, even after that, members of Cho Sin-hii’s
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party, apprehensive of the Chinese, never left (or were never permitted to leave)
for their posts in Europe.!12

In lieu of a conclusion

Although not without significant losses, by deception and manipulation in the
summer—-autumn of 1887, Kojong succeeded at least partly in his intentions. The
idea of setting up Choson’s legations abroad was a responsive measure: the Qing’s
political intrusion and diplomatic intervention since late 1886 forced his hand.
The idea of staging a coup d’état, prepared by the Chinese and their supporters
among local officials, was indeed a creative approach.

However, even these measures did not ensure the success of the whole
operation. Kojong’s actions led to an escalation of tensions with the Chinese,
prompting the Qing to initiate harsh countermeasures. Noticeably, despite
their expressed dissatisfaction, Chosdn’s Western treaty partners refrained
from becoming involved. Therefore, the campaign of punishment that China
carried out after late 1887 affected not only the disposition of political forces
on the Korean Peninsula, gradually allocating more and more authority to
the pro-Chinese factions at the Court, but a general perception of Choson
position as an actor in geopolitics and international diplomatic interac-
tions. With the Qing guiding almost every move of the Choson diplomats
abroad, their duties quite soon become purely ceremonial. The ministers in
Tokyo and Washington had no power or voice to represent Chosén and, more
importantly, defend the interests of their state. From that perspective, all the
efforts and sacrifices that Kojong made in the summer and autumn of 1887
were in vain.

Notes

1. PhD in Korean History, assistant professor of Korean history. Email: degrishina@hse.ru.

2. Choson’s treaty with Japan was concluded in 1876. It was followed by treaties with the
United States (1882), Great Britain (1883), Germany (1883), Italy (1884), Russia (1884), and
France (1886).

3. Kojong sillok, 24 kwon, Kojong 24.5.16 imsin, article #2. http://sillok.history.go.kr/id/
kza_12405016_002.

4. From mid-1885 to early 1887, Great Britain, in violation of Chosdn territorial integrity,
placed its navy squadron at the Kdmundo islands. The British navy’s venture produced
vocal protests from the Chosdn government and an attempt to approach its Western
partners for support. Under the Qing’s pressure, this decision was canceled. Nonetheless,
the Kémundo islands issue, which triggered a massive international scandal, was resolved
with threats of invasion from the Russian Empire and the Qing taking a role of a mediator.
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6.  The British seizure of Chosén’s Komundo became the main trigger for Sino-Russian talks.
Ultimately, by mid-November 1886, both parties concluded a verbal agreement whereby
both Russia and China guaranteed Choson’s status quo, i.e., its sovereign and territorial
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eniyakh Koreyey Rossii i drugikh derzhav, list 283.

12. George Clayton Foulk (1856-1893) was a United States Navy officer. From 1883 to 1886, he
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The issue was finally solved to Choson’s satisfaction in mid-1888, when three American
officers “arrived to drill Korean troops.” For details, see Horace Newton Allen, Korea: The
Fact and Fancy (Seoul: Hanbinmun’go, 1983), p. 177.

Yudn Shikai (= 5], 1859-1916) was a Qing military official and diplomat. Yudn first arrived
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Despite that, Kim Yun-sik was known as a pro-Chinese politician.
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“George C. Foulk to WW. Rockhill,” 2 January 1887, p. 59.

“Kim Yun Sik to WW. Rockhill,” 28 March 1887, p. 64.

“W.W. Rockhill to Secretary of State,” 24 January 1887, #52, p. 62.
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“preferences” for the “arrangement” of the house, which were taken into account by the
King’s agents. For detail, see “Hugh A. Dinsmore to Secretary of State,” 3 May 1887, #14,
p. 67.

“Hugh A. Dinsmore to Secretary of State,” 3 May 1887, #14, p. 67.

Hugh Anderson Dinsmore (1850-1930) was an American politician and diplomat. From
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“Hugh A. Dinsmore to Secretary of State,” 3 May 1887, #14, p. 67.

“Hugh A. Dinsmore to Secretary of State,” 3 May 1887, #14, pp. 67-68.
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“Hugh A. Dinsmore to Secretary of State,” 3 May 1887, #14, pp. 67-68.
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list 288.
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“T.F. Bayard to Hugh A. Dinsmore,” 17 June 1887, p. 78.

“T.F. Bayard to Hugh A. Dinsmore,” 17 June 1887, p. 78.

This diplomatic approach was proclaimed after the Imo incident of 1882, and focused
on the diversification of Chos6n diplomacy, aiming to strengthen the country’s presence
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in global geopolitics and its gradual reformation. For details, see Kojong sillok, 19 kwon,
Kojong 19.8.5 mu-o, article 5. http://sillok.history.go.kr/id/kza_11908005_005.
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44. “Kumani to Girs,” 19 May 1887, list 300.
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47. Apparently, Waeber was referring to the campaign that was launched against Foulk by
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1890, Denny was stationed in Choson as a foreign advisor to King Kojong.

Denny, An American Adviser in Late Yi Korea, p. 155.
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acquainted with many independence activists such as An Jong-gin.
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attended Min’s injuries after the attempted assassination on 4 December 1884) became a
starting point for Allen’s strengthening political standing and authority in Seoul. By the
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that he was not aware about the appointment of the Chosén minister to Japan, or of the
party of Choson diplomats leaving for Tokyo. This did not convince Dinsmore as he knew
Yudn had reportedly attended “entertainments given in honor of the envoy to Japan” and
had been present at Min Yeong-jun’s “final leave ... with demonstrative congratulations.”
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112. Cho Sin-hiii, who explained his inability to follow the King’s order and take up the post
in Europe because of the “sense of sickness,” returned to Choson only in mid-February of
1890, spending almost two years in self-imposed exile in Hong Kong. He was punished
by the King for his disobedience and exiled, but that was soon lifted. For details, see
Kojong sillok, 27 kwon, Kojong 27.1.12 kye-chuk, article 3; http://sillok.history.go.kr/id/
kza_12701012_003; Kojong sillok, 27 kwon, Kojong 27.1.16 chong-sa, article 1; http://sillok.
history.go.kr/id/kza_12701016_001; Kojong sillok, 27 kwon, Kojong 27.8.2 ki-hae, article 2;
http://sillok.history.go.kr/id/kza_12708002_002.
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