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Despite the diplomatic relations between the Republic of Korea and Ukraine were established in 1992,
the cooperation between the two countries was not significant in view of Korea’s territorial proximity with
Russia and many other aspects that prevented Seoul from getting closer to Kyiv. The cultural and educational
exchange thus was somewhat limited, which did not allow Ukrainian language education to bloom in full. The
situation, however, improved with the implementation of the Act on the Promotion of Education of Critical
Foreign Languages in August 2016. The Act aims at cultivating competent personal with a high proficiency in
the languages that are regarded as such that could potentially contribute to achieving the Republic of Korea’s
diplomatic, national security, economic, as well as science and technology exchange goals. Ukrainian was
selected to the list of the critical foreign languages. This article has the objectives as follows. First, it aims at
analyzing the strategic background of the Republic of Korea’s government having adopted the law in 2016.
Second, the article shows why the Ukrainian language was selected to the critical language list. Third, the article
elaborates on the prospects of the Ukrainian language education improvement on the backdrop of the Republic
of Korea’s aim of active participation in the post-war reconstruction efforts. It is argued that the reasons for
adopting the Act on the Promotion of Education of Critical Foreign Languages should be viewed through the
lens of the Republic of Korea’s diplomacy as a middle power. This logic led to the Republic of Korea’s interest
in Ukraine, which in turn prompted interest in the Ukrainian language. On the backdrop of the Republic of
Korea’s deep interest in Ukraine’s post-war reconstruction and strategic cooperation with Ukraine amidst the
Russia-North Korea’s deepening military partnership since 2022, Ukrainian was cited as a government funding
priority critical language in accordance with the Second Five-Year Plan (2022-2026) adopted in September 2021
in the framework of the Act.
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Formulation of the problem. Foreign language education in the Republic of
Korea is very robust, with a primary focus on English and the languages of neighboring
countries, including Chinese, Japanese, and Russian. German, French, Spanish, Arabic,
and Vietnamese are also among the most preferred foreign languages to study in the
Republic of Korea. These languages are among those that can be selected as subjects for
the national university entrance exam, the Republic of Korea’s College Scholastic Ability
Test (Korean: suneung) [1].

At the same time, since the late 2010s, the Republic of Korea’s diplomatic strategy
embraces self-empowerment through building diplomatic connections with different
countries from various continents while promoting Korea’s national brands, such as
K-pop, which indicates the movement of spreading Korean pop culture across the world,
and K-beauty, which aims to promote Korean cosmetic beauty brands globally [2]. In
recent years, the high level of Korea’s civilian-military dual-use science and technology
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development, amid North Korea’s threats and the reemergence of military competition
between the democratic and non-democratic country blocs, led to the emergence of new
Korean national brands, such as K-Defense and K-Space. Both K-Defense and K-Space
aim to promote the Republic of Korea’s defense and space technologies worldwide [3].
These actions should not be interpreted as the Republic of Korea’s search for economic
leverage, but rather as the nation’s pursuit of national empowerment through the middle
power diplomacy.

Amid this dynamic in Korea’s diplomacy, it became clear that Korean nationals’
mastery of the core foreign languages mentioned above would not be sufficient to equip
the Republic of Korea with all the resources necessary to achieve Korea’s diplomatic and
strategic goals on a global scale [4 : 142]1-143]. On the backdrop of these challenges, the
Act on the Promotion of Education of Critical Foreign Languages was adopted in August
2016. Among the 53 critical languages selected at that time, Ukrainian was mentioned
as the critical language of the “Eurasian region”. These language-related lawmaking
developments in the Republic of Korea raise the following questions. First, what are the
Republic of Korea’s diplomatic, strategic, and policy preconditions towards the critical
language legislation? Second, why was the Ukrainian language selected as a critical
foreign language that needs government support? Third, how has Ukrainian language
education in Korea improved since, and what are the prospects for future improvement?

Analysis of recent research and publications. Since the introduction of the law,
the Korean academic community has seen several publications on how this legislation may
influence foreign language learning in the Republic of Korea overall and in each specific
language. Professor Jeong Kyung Park of the Division of African Studies at Hankuk University
of Foreign Studies is among the first contributors to the topic. In his first topic-related article
published in 2018, Park discusses the overall effectiveness of the Act for teaching African
languages and the issues that may arise during implementation [5]. Park’s 2021 publication
discusses the implementation of projects associated with the Act in general, along with the
development of standardized curricula, customized textbooks for Al and A2 levels, and
evaluation systems for Swahili explicitly designed for Korean undergraduate students [6].

In 2023, Heeyeun Ann of Dankook University published a paper on how the Act
on the Promotion of Education of Critical Foreign Languages helps cultivate translators
of Korean cultural content, thereby spreading Korean pop culture worldwide, particularly
in Arabic-speaking countries [7]. While not explicitly stated as such, from this paper, it
can be inferred that the education of critical foreign languages in the Republic of Korea
has the objective of further spreading Korea-produced content and thus accumulating
more national power through conducting Korea’s cultural diplomacy abroad rather than
consuming foreign-produced content inside the country. Hayann Lee of the Institute of EU
Studies at Hankuk University of Foreign Studies also mentioned the diplomatic and national
strategic imperatives behind the legislation on critical foreign languages in the Republic of
Korea. At the same time, her publication mostly underscores the projects for the European
languages designated as special foreign languages, while identifying potential challenges,
rather than focusing on the reasoning behind the Act’s implementation in the first place [8].

The only publication to date in the Korean academic community that sheds some
light on the rationale for the Republic of Korea’s government decision to implement the
Act is the 2025 paper by Sora Lim and Jieun Kim. The authors state the reason for the
legislation as follows.
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“The Korean government has expanded overseas missions to strengthen diplomatic
capabilities [...] as part of a strategy to prepare for competition to secure energy [and
other economic] resources, expanding support for Korean national and Korean businesses’
overseas while also strengthening cultural exchange activities. [...] The demand for
regular and irregular [foreign language] exams designated specifically for government
officials of various Korea'’s official national administrative offices and institutions, such
as the Republic of Korea's National Intelligence Service, Ministry of National Defense,
Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as well as Ministry
of Small and Medium Enterprises and Startups is also on the rise.” [10 : 184].

While informative, this explanation lacks depth and specific details on why the
government of the Republic of Korea felt urgency to boost knowledge of the so-called
critical foreign languages among both the ordinary Korean citizens and military and
government officials starting since 2016. There is also a lack of up-to-date research on
why the Ukrainian language was selected for the critical foreign language list. Thus, the
academic novelty of this paper is twofold. First, the paper underscores the Republic of
Korea’s diplomatic strategy of a middle power, which uses the tools of public, cultural
and normative diplomacy abroad. Secondly, the growing importance of Korea-Ukrainian
relations amid the novel military competition between democratic and non-democratic
blocs is cited as the reason the government of the Republic of Korea decided to empower
the education of Ukrainian as a critical foreign language in Korea.

I.The Republic of Korea’s middle power diplomacy, Korea-Ukrainian
relations and empowerment of the Ukrainian language in the Republic of Korea.

3.1. Defining middle power.

Considering the above, it is necessary to first briefly outline the concept of a middle
power, particularly Korea’s concerns in middle power diplomacy. Middle power is a state
actor that is neither a great power nor a small power in terms of material capabilities. In
other words, in terms of military and economic power it is located somewhere in the midd-
le in between the great power and small powers on the hierarchical ladder of international
actors. At the same time, middle power countries can conduct intense, influential diploma-
cy and even speak out on international issues and promote new international standards and
norms, even though those norms sometimes conflict with the normative rules established
by the great power nations. Among the first attempts to conceptualize a middle power is a
study by J. King Gordon that aimed at explaining Canada’s unique diplomatic strategy. As
to J. King Gordon, while being mostly pro-U.S. on major diplomatic issues, during the 20
century Canada sometimes created tensions in bilateral relations with the U.S. by forming
a coalition of like-minded non-great-power states. By doing so, Canada used to oppose to
some of the U.S.-imposed international rules and norms in cases when these rules were
perceived by Canada as not beneficial for weaker state actors or simply unfair [11], [20].

Australia is another example of the traditional middle power. While being one of
the significant U.S. security partners, Australia organized a multilateral movement known
as the Cairns Group initiative against unfair agricultural export norms established by the
United States in the WTO in the 1980s. Research on Australia’s diplomacy at that time has
broadened the understanding of middle power diplomacy as a concept in international re-
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lations [12], [20]. As such, the concept of middle power diplomacy was used by countries
that supplement or modify the somewhat unfair international norms established by great
powers. In doing so, the middle powers mostly use the mechanisms of coalition building
with smaller like-minded nations for the common good of the whole international society.
In pursuing their middle power diplomacy for the common good, they are viewed as “good
international citizens” and thus possess enough diplomatic power that cannot be ignored
by great power actors, such as the U.S., China, and Russia [20].

3.2. The Republic of Korea’s middle power diplomacy.

The dissolution of the Soviet Union in the 1990s led to the emergence of a liberal
international order, and some economically advanced countries at that time came to be regar-
ded as rising middle powers in the 2000s. This time was marked by the Republic of Korea,
Tiirkiye, Brazil, and Indonesia emerging as new middle power nations on the international
stage [13], [20]. Specifically, the Republic of Korea’s emergence as a middle power came
through international events such as the G20 summit held in Seoul in 2010, followed by the
hosting of the multinational cyberspace assembly in Seoul dedicated to international cyber-
security issues. The solidification of the Republic of Korea’s middle-power status was heral-
ded by the creation of MIKTA in 2013. MIKTA is an informal consultative group of “midd-
le power” countries that includes Mexico, Indonesia, the Republic of Korea, Tiirkiye, and
Australia to strengthen global governance through cooperation on international issues, such
as international economic development, international security and peace, and multilateral
cooperation across continents. In other words, it was created to show that global governance
is more than unilateral decisions of the U.S., China, and Russia. As such, multilateral initia-
tives on emerging security, including cyber, artificial intelligence (Al), outer space security,
and emerging economic issues, have also become the core of Korea’s foreign strategy [14].

However, Korea’s diplomatic and strategic efforts in the early 2010s somewhat
did not manage in succeeding to the full extent, despite the high level of the Republic of
Korea’s foreign policy efforts. International relations scholars such as Gilbert Rozman
emphasized that it may not be easy for the Republic of Korea to perform its middle power
diplomacy in full due to regional characteristics of Northeast Asia. In fact, the Republic
of Korea is surrounded by non-democratic North Korea, Russia and China which in many
cases refuse to participate in the Republic of Korea’s organized initiatives in view of their
different perception of diplomacy and security. While Japan is an only liberal democracy
bordering with the Republic of Korea, the difference in interpretation of the World War 11
events and Japanese war crimes at that period is the stumbling stone in the Korea-Japanese
bilateral relations [15]. Thus, Korea’s search for collective power among similar middle
power countries must be pursued through its participation in formats outside Northeast
Asia, such as ASEAN+3, MIKTA, and the regions like Eastern Europe and Central Asia.

To overcome these challenges and promote Korea-style middle-power diplomacy
in regions beyond Northeast Asia, the government of the Republic of Korea has enacted a
series of new legislation since the mid-2010s to strengthen the country’s strategic power.
As the regions of Eastern Europe and Central Asia were viewed as a possible location with
many like-minded middle-sized state actors, the administration of President Moon Jae-in
approved the New Northern Policy in 2017. The New Northern Policy was a diplomatic
strategy aimed at engaging the so-called “northern” countries, those located to the north of
the Republic of Korea. Namely, these are the former Soviet Union countries that were often
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viewed as a “gate” connecting Asia and Europe. While Russia was still in the center of Pre-
sident Moon’s diplomatic strategy as he believed Russia could be used as a possible leverage
in inter-Korean relations, the Eastern European countries, including Ukraine, Belarus, Mol-
dova, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, as well as the post-Soviet countries of Central Asia, were
perceived as possible coalition members in the Republic of Korea-led middle power efforts.

This strategy somewhat complemented the diplomatic strategy of Moon’s predeces-
sor President Park Gyun-hye, who adopted a Public Diplomacy Act of 2016 which aimed
at “improving the Republic of Korea’s image and prestige in the international community
by forming foundations to strengthen public diplomacy and enhance the efficiency thereof
by providing for matters necessary for public diplomatic activities.” [16]. The Act on the
Promotion of Education of Critical Foreign Languages, adopted in August 2016, was in
fact a continuation of President Park’s effort to promote the Republic of Korea’s middle
power efforts all over the world. And while the conservative government of President Park
Gyun-hye and liberal government of President Moon Jae-in had somewhat opposing views
in how the Republic of Korea should perform its diplomacy amidst the U.S.-China/Russia
great power competition, their view on the middle power coalition building was somewhat
similar: to succeed as a global middle power, the Republic of Korea had to reach out to the
middle-sized countries outside the Northeast Asian region. The critical foreign languages
education promotion in Korea was perceived as a tool to foster Korea’s strategic human
resources in this field. As the biggest country in Europe and the gateway in between Europe
and Asia, Ukraine was seen as a perfect match for the Republic of Korea’s diplomatic and
strategic ambitions. And to improve the relations with Ukraine and other countries in the
region, fostering the manpower with the foreign language abilities was crucial.

3.3. The Act on the Promotion of Education of Critical Foreign Languages and
Ukrainian Language.

The Act on the Promotion of Education of Critical Foreign Languages was ad-
opted in 2016, on the last year of President Park Gyun-hye being in office. Article 2 of
the Act clearly states that critical foreign languages are strategically necessary for the
development of the Republic of Korea’s national capabilities. Therefore, this legislation
aims to strengthen South Korea’s diplomatic capabilities along with improving foreign
language education in the country.

As part of a policy analysis behind this legislation, many Korean scholars cite that the
Republic of Korea is the only nation within the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development that does not have a government-funded undergraduate-level education institu-
tion with foreign language programs [8], [9]. In other words, creating the pool of savvy and
foreign language-trained highly qualified specialists in the Republic of Korea was not at all a
government-controlled process, but was instead entrusted to the very few private university
education institutions. However, through the implementation of the Act on the Promotion of
Education in Critical Foreign Languages, the government of the Republic of Korea took its
share of the burden-sharing in fostering foreign language education in the country.

It is crucial to note that upon the Act’s adoption in August 2016, 53 critical foreign
languages were specified, and Ukrainian was already included on that list. However, upon
the declaration of the First Five-Year Plan (2017-2021) in accordance with the Act, the
Ukrainian language was unfortunately not among the approximately 20 languages selec-
ted to receive priority government support during this period. It meant that, while the legal
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importance of Ukrainian language education in the Republic of Korea was legitimized
by the Act, the Korean government did not allocate support for empowering Ukrainian
language education for the first five years since the Act was adopted. It was not until the
Second Five-Year Plan (2022-2026) adopted in September 2021 that Ukrainian was cited
as a government funding priority language, with full-scale government support for the
development of specialized Ukrainian-as-a-foreign-language textbooks designed specifi-
cally for the Korean undergraduate students [8].

There may be many reasons for this; the most important variables are as follows.
First, the Ukrainian-language climate in Ukraine was not yet consistent in the mid-2010s.
In fact, with many Russian-speaking Ukrainian government officials who often used Rus-
sian-language entrepreneurs on their business trips to the Republic of Korea, the Korean
government may not have felt an urgency to expand Ukrainian-language education as
a foreign language in the mid-2010s during the First Five-Year Plan. In other words, as
scholars underscore, the widespread transition to Ukrainian from Russian inside Ukraine
was only visible after the full-scale aggression of Russia against Ukraine in 2022 [17].

Second, it was not until Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 that the
Republic of Korea started to cooperate more with the countries of Eastern Europe and
Central and Eastern Europe other than Russia. Even though the New Northern Policy of
President Moon Jae-in in the second half of the 2010s aimed to foster deeper coopera-
tion with post-Soviet middle-sized state actors, Korea’s bilateral relationships with Russia
were always given priority. At the same time, the deployment of the North Korean troops
to support the unlawful Russian warfare against Ukraine since 2022 pulled the Republic
of Korea’s diplomatic focus away from Russia. With the Russian government officially
boosting North Korea’s outer space and nuclear programs, and evidence of Russian space
engineers supporting North Korea’s Malligyong reconnaissance satellite program desig-
ned specifically to spy on the Republic of Korea’s military assets in particular, the Repub-
lic of Korea’s relations with Russia went under deep scrutiny [18]. This dynamic of Russia
aligning with the Republic of Korea’s biggest threat — the North Korean regime — brings
the Republic of Korea and Ukraine closer diplomatically and strategically, while creating
an even greater need for Ukrainian language education in Korea.

Lastly, the Republic of Korea aims at active participation in the Ukraine post-war
reconstruction. As Korean policymakers and scholars underscore, through its participation
in the Ukraine reconstruction project, the Republic of Korea should actively support the
new security world order alongside the West and strengthen Korea’s standing as a middle
power. As the Ukraine post-war reconstruction project is expected to serve as the most me-
aningful example of new approaches on post-war reconstruction since the Marshall Plan,
the government of the Republic of Korea hopes that lessons from it will be utilized when
the unification and integration of the Korean Peninsula arrive [19].

Conclusion. This paper argued that the Act on the Promotion of Education of Cri-
tical Foreign Languages in August 2016, which designated 53 foreign languages as critical
and such that could enhance the global standing of the Republic of Korea on the world sta-
ge, should be viewed from the prism of the Republic of Korea’s middle power diplomacy
beyond the Northeast Asian region. The selection and eventual prioritization of Ukrainian
as a critical foreign language in the Republic of Korea’s law reflect structural shifts in the
country’s diplomatic orientation from Russia to Eastern Europe, Central Europe, and Cen-
tral Asia. Specifically, the allocation of the government funds on empowering the Ukrainian
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language education in the undergraduate program in Republic of Korea during the Second
Five-Year Plan (2022-2026) should be viewed as a urgence of diplomatic rapprochement
between the Republic of Korea and Ukraine amidst the military alignment between Russia
and North Korea as well as the Republic of Korea hopes to contribute to the Ukraine post-
-war reconstruction project in future. In other words, Ukrainian-language education in the
Republic of Korea cannot be separated from diplomacy. In view of this, starting from 2025,
the Department of Ukrainian Studies at the Hankuk University of Foreign Studies aims
at nurturing the top-level experts in Ukrainian studies by providing classes in “Ukrainian
Post-War Reconstruction”, “Foreign Commerce of Ukraine”, “Diplomacy of Ukraine”, and
“Security of Ukraine™ along with language classes as a crucial part of the effort.
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PO3IIUPEHHS MOXKJIUBOCTE BUBYEHHS YKPAIHCHbKOI MOBH
SK THO3EMHOI B PECIIYBJIIIII KOPES: 3AKOH “ITPO CIIPUSTHHSA
BUKJITAJAHHIO KPUTUYHO BAKJIMBUX IHO3EMHUX MOB”
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HesBakaroun Ha Te, 1O AMIUIOMATHYHI BigHOCMHHM MiX PecmyOmikoro Kopes ta VYkpainowo Oynu
BCTaHOBJIEHI 1ie y 1992 poui, criBnpais Mix JBoMa KpaiHaMu Oyia HE3Ha4YHOIO, BPAXOBYIOYH TEPUTOPiabHY
ommsbkicth Kopei no Pocii Ta inmi guruioMarnysi dakropu. J{oBruii yac KyabTypHHI Ta OCBITHIH 0OMiH OyB
Jemo OOMEXEHHM, IO 3aBaKaao MOBHOLIHHOMY PO3BHTKY Ta MONIHOICHHIO BHUBUCHHS YKpaiHCHKOI MOBH
KopelcbkumE cTyaeHTamu. OJHaK CHUTYyallis MoKpamuiacs 3 npuidHaTTsaM y cepnHi 2016 poky 3akony “Ilpo
CIPUSHHS BUKJIAJAHHIO KPUTUYHO BXKIUBHX 1HO3EMHHX MOB”. 3aKOH Ma€ Ha METi MiJrOTOBKY KOMIETEHTHHX
KaJpiB 3 BUCOKUM PIBHEM BOJIO/IIHHS MOBAaMH, SIKi BBOKAFOTHCS TAaKMMH, 10 MOIVIM O MOTEHIIWHO CIIPUATH 10-
CSATHEHHIO cTpaTeriyHux nineit Pecnyoniku Kopest B ramysi qumioMarii, HallioHa bHOI O€3MEKH, EKOHOMIKH Ta
HayKH 1 TeXHOJIOTiH. YkpaiHchka MOBa Oyna BKIIIOYEHA IO MEepeliKy KPHTHIHO BayKIHBUX iHO3EMHHUX MOB. LI
CTaTTs Ma€ Ha MeTi HacTynHe. [lo-mepiue, cTaTTs cOpsIMOBAaHA HA aHAJi3 CTPATETiYHOTO MiAIPYHTS yXBaJICHHS
JaHoro 3akoHy ypsanaoM Pecryomiku Kopest y 2016 poui. [To-apyre, HOsICHIOETbCS, 4OMY caMe YKpaiHChbKY MOBY
Oy110 006paHO 10 CHHCKY KPUTHYHO BaXKIUBHUX MOB. [lo-TpeTe, y cTaTTi po3mIsigaloThCs EPCHEKTHBH 3MIITHCHHS
Mmo3uIii ykpaiHcbkoi MoBu B Kopei Ha Tii mparnenHst ypsjay PecnyOmiku Kopest akTuBHO Opar y4yacth y
MICNSBOEHHIM BinOy0BI YKpaiHU 1 NOCHICHHI CBOIX AMIUIOMATMYHUX NO3uliid y CximHiii €Bponi B Iijomy.
B cTarTi cTBepmKy€THCS, IO NPHIMHK HNPHHHATTS 3akoHy “IIpo CIpHAHHSA BHKIANAHHIO KPHTHYHO BAaXKIIH-
BHUX 1HO3EMHHX MOB” CIIiJI pO3INISIaTh Kpi3h mpu3Mmy aumiomarii PecryOniku Kopest sik nepikaBu cepeqHboi
cwm. Ll norika npusBena a0 3auikasieHocTi Pecriyomiku Kopest B YkpaiHi, 1110, CBOEIO Y€pProro, BUKIUKAIIO
iHTepec 10 yKpaiHchkoi MoBu. Ha Tii mmbokoi 3arikaBieHocti PecryOniku Kopest B micisiBO€HHi# BifOynoBi
VYkpainu Ta cTpaTeriuHiii criBnpaii 3 YKpaiHOw B yMOBax MOIIHOIEHHS BifiChKOBOTO MapTHEpCTBa Mixk Pociero
Ta [liBHiyHor Kopeero 3 2022 poky, ykpaiHCbka MOBa Oyiia Ha3BaHA MPIOPUTETHOK KPUTUYHO BAXKIMBOI MO-
BOIO JUIS JIEP)KaBHOTO (hiHAHCYBaHHS BiANOBIAHO 10 [pyroro m’stupiuHoro miany (2022-2026), npuitHATOTO y
BepecHi 2021 poky B paMKax 3akoHy.

Knrouosi cnosa: momiTHKa KPUTHIHO BXKIMBHX 1HO3EMHHX MOB, JUILIOMATIs, Aep>kaBa CepelHbOI CHIIN,
CcTpareris, ykpaiHCbKa MOBa.
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