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THE ROLE OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE AS AN INSTRUMENT OF
UKRAINE’S SOFT POWER IN THE STRUGGLE FOR INTERNATIONAL
SUPPORT: DIGITAL DIPLOMACY, COMMUNICATION, AND
UNIVERSITY PREPARATION

The full-scale military aggression launched by the russian federation against
Ukraine on 24 February 2022 fundamentally altered both the geopolitical landscape of
Europe and the communicative strategies through which states seek to influence
international opinion and mobilise political support. Ukraine has emerged as a
paradigmatic case study in the deployment of English as an instrument of strategic
communication and national image construction. The concept of soft power, first
theorised by Joseph Nye, encompasses the capacity of a state to attract and persuade
through the appeal of its culture, political values, and foreign policy, rather than through
coercion [1]. The empirical evidence from Ukraine’s wartime digital public diplomacy
confirms that the dominance of English-language content across its official social media
channels reflects a deliberate strategic orientation towards Western audiences and global
opinion-shapers. This linguistic strategy operates simultaneously as a diplomatic tool, a
means of cultural identification with the Western liberal-democratic order, and a
mechanism for constructing a credible national image internationally. Ukrainian higher
education institutions, including technical universities, have responded by reconfiguring
English-language curricula to equip students with communicative competencies
necessary for international advocacy and cross-cultural professional engagement [3].
The present paper examines the multidimensional role of English as a soft power
resource in Ukraine’s wartime strategy, focusing on digital diplomacy, public
communication, and the contribution of universities to preparing future professionals for

effective international communication.
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The aim of the paper is to examine the role of English in Ukraine’s wartime soft
power strategy with reference to official digital diplomacy practices, parliamentary
communication, and the contribution of higher educational institutions. The specific
objectives are: (1) to situate the phenomenon within the theoretical framework of soft
power and public diplomacy; (2) to analyse the deployment of English in wartime
digital communication; (3) to assess the pedagogical and institutional responses of
Ukrainian technical universities; and (4) to draw conclusions concerning the
relationship between language education and national soft power capacity.

The theoretical framework draws on Nye’s conceptualisation of soft power and
on Bjola and Fjillhed's empirical analysis of Ukrainian governmental Twitter/X
accounts during three key phases of the conflict [1]. Their Strategic Self framework
comprises two interrelated dimensions: the "Projecting Self,” which foregrounds
Ukraine’s democratic values and alignment with universal principles of sovereignty
and human rights, and the "Distancing Self,"” which systematically delegitimises
russia’s aggression by emphasising violations of international norms. Crucially, the
overwhelming majority of posts were composed in English rather than Ukrainian — a
finding that underscores the explicitly international orientation of Ukraine’s digital
public diplomacy and the strategic centrality of the English language within it.

Ventura’s study of the Ukraine.ua Instagram account — jointly operated by the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the NGO Brand Ukraine — provides corroborating
evidence [2]. Ventura identifies a sophisticated visual-linguistic strategy in which
English-language captions are systematically deployed to humanise Ukrainian identity,
assert cultural heritage, and project a compelling national narrative to global digital
audiences. The study introduces the concept of "selfie diplomacy" to describe the
deliberate adoption of an informal, visually rich social media register for the purposes of
formal public diplomacy, thereby reaching audiences that conventional diplomatic
communiqués cannot access. In this framework, English functions not merely as a
linguistic vehicle but as a semiotic marker of cultural proximity to the Western liberal-

democratic community that Ukraine courts as its primary source of international support.
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The strategic deployment of English in formal diplomatic contexts has been
equally consequential. Ukraine’s parliamentary addresses — including president
Zelensky’s speech to the United Kingdom House of Commons on 8 March 2022, with
its deliberate invocation of Shakespearean and Churchillian rhetoric — illustrate the
rhetorical sophistication with which English-language registers can be calibrated for
specific international audiences. Such addresses functioned not merely as appeals for
support but as performative acts of cultural identification, positioning Ukraine within a
shared European civilisational narrative from which russia’s aggression was explicitly
excluded [1]. Their effectiveness is evidenced by the standing ovations received in
multiple Western parliaments and by the tangible political and material support that
followed: accelerated arms deliveries, expanded sanctions regimes, and expressions of
unprecedented solidarity from NATO and EU partners.

The implications of these developments for higher education are considerable.
Westerlund et al. document a significant transformation in the motivational landscape of
English language learning in Ukrainian higher education institutions [3]: where English
was previously studied primarily for career advancement, it is now also perceived as a
means of representing Ukraine internationally and participating in global discourse about
the war. This shift has concrete consequences for curriculum design — English for
Specific Purposes courses at technical universities are being reoriented to incorporate
genres of civic and diplomatic communication, correspondence with international
organisations, grant applications, and multimodal digital content for public advocacy.
Lavrysh et al. further document the extraordinary conditions under which Ukrainian
educators have sustained professional practice under martial law [4], evidencing
remarkable adaptability alongside severe logistical and psychological constraints. The
legislative designation of English as Ukraine’s language of international communication
in 2023 has lent formal authority to pedagogical priorities that English teachers had long
advocated. Taken together, these developments confirm that the English language

classroom in a Ukrainian technical university is no longer a peripheral or merely
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instrumental site of acquisition: it is a space of civic and professional preparation for
international engagement, and a direct contributor to Ukraine’s soft power capacity.

The analysis warrants three principal conclusions. First, the English language has
functioned throughout russia’s full-scale invasion as a primary and strategically
deployed instrument of soft power, enabling Ukraine to construct and sustain a coherent,
internationally legible national identity. The Strategic Self framework [1] and the
concept of selfie diplomacy offer productive theoretical tools for analysing this
intersection of language, identity, and international communication in conditions of
armed conflict. Second, Ukrainian higher educational institutions — including technical
universities — have assumed an expanded role [5] in national soft power strategy by
preparing students for international English-language communication. The
reconfiguration of ESP curricula to incorporate civic, diplomatic, and professional
advocacy represents a significant and underexamined dimension of Ukraine’s wartime
institutional response [6]. Third, the extraordinary conditions under which Ukrainian
teachers have continued to function [7] deserve acknowledgement not merely as
evidence of individual resilience, but as testimony to a broader institutional commitment
to sustaining education as a form of national continuity. Future research should examine
the long-term effects of wartime pedagogical adaptations on proficiency outcomes and
investigate whether the motivational and curricular changes introduced during the war

will persist in the post-conflict period.
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