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Hak Ja Han's Nobel nomination and international 

recognition spark reflection on South Korea's democratic 

maturity and social complexity 

 

On 31st March 2026, the Korean newspaper Segye Ilbo 

published a religious affairs column reflecting on a recent and 

somewhat controversial development: the nomination for the Nobel Peace Prize of Hak Ja Han (한학자), 

leader of the Family Federation for World Peace and Unification - in Korea often referred to as 

Unificationism (통일교). Rather than focusing narrowly on whether she deserves the prize, the article 

uses this moment to explore a broader and more meaningful question - what this nomination reveals about 

the current state and maturity of South Korean society. 

 

The article begins with a simple but important observation: 

evaluating any prominent individual is rarely straightforward. 

This is especially true for figures whose lives intersect multiple 

domains such as religion, politics, and international activism. 

Such individuals tend to attract a wide range of opinions, often 

shaped by differing values, cultural contexts, and historical 

experiences. In this case, the nomination of Hak Ja Han - also 

called Mother Han - is not presented as a definitive endorsement 

of her legacy, but as a lens through which to examine how 

diverse perspectives coexist within a modern democratic society 

like South Korea. 

 

A key point emphasized is that being nominated for the Nobel 

Peace Prize does not mean one will win it. Thousands of 

nominations are submitted annually, and Nobel Peace Prize 

nominations are not officially public. Publicizing a nomination is 

often regarded as a self-promotional or advocacy act by 

nominators or affiliated groups. That might be one reason why 

there has been little mention of the nomination of Mother Han in 

South Korean mainstream media. 

 

Still, religious affairs correspondent Jeong Seong-su (정성수), the writer of the Segye Ilbo column, 
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regards the nomination process itself as significant because it reflects, as he puts it, "evaluation grounded 

in values and standards shared by the international community." The person who nominated Mother Han, 

Ján Figeľ, is highlighted as someone with considerable international credibility: 

 

"Dr. Ján Figeľ served as the chief negotiator for Slovakia's accession to the European Union and later 

became the country's first European Commissioner - an influential figure. Furthermore, he has worked as 

the European Union's Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom of religion or belief, addressing issues 

of religious freedom and human rights in the international community." 

 

 The article suggests that his background in European politics 

and his role in promoting religious freedom lend weight to his 

decision. His nomination should not, however, be seen simply as 

personal support, but as an assessment grounded in 

internationally recognized values such as peacebuilding, 

interfaith dialogue, and human rights. 

 

According to the column, Figeľ's nomination letter praises 

Mother Han's lifelong efforts in promoting global peace, 

encouraging dialogue between religions, and advocating for 

strong family values as a foundation for social cohesion. The 

nomination letter also notes her involvement in initiatives related 

to peace on the Korean Peninsula, as well as her organization's 

engagement in cultural and diplomatic activities aimed at 

fostering international understanding. One specific example 

mentioned is the Women's Federation for World Peace, an 

organization she founded, which holds consultative status with 

the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). 

This detail is used to illustrate how a movement that originated in 

Korea has gradually gained recognition within established 

international institutions. 

 

However, the article does not ignore the fact that Mother Han and her organization remain controversial 

within South Korea. There are ongoing legal issues and continued public debate surrounding the group's 

activities and influence. These domestic criticisms are presented not as contradictions to the nomination, 

but as part of a larger democratic process. The author argues that disagreements and scrutiny are natural 

in a society where multiple value systems coexist. In fact, the presence of such debates is framed as 

evidence of South Korea's institutional strength and resilience. Over time, Korean society has developed 

mechanisms - legal, political, and social - for addressing complex and sensitive issues involving religion 

and public life. 

 

The column encourages readers to view the nomination not as a 

final judgment, but as a meeting point of different evaluative 

standards. On one side are international perspectives that may 

prioritize certain contributions to peace and global cooperation. 

On the other side are domestic viewpoints shaped by local 

history, media coverage, and personal experiences. Rather than 

forcing a single conclusion, the article suggests that 

acknowledging this diversity of perspectives is itself a sign of a 

mature society. 

 

This idea is further expanded by placing the discussion in the 

broader context of South Korea's rapid development. Within a 

relatively short period, the country has transformed from a war-

torn nation into a major economic power with a well-established 

democratic system. Throughout this transformation, religion has 

played varied and sometimes conflicting roles. It has contributed 

to social unity in some instances, while in others it has been a 

source of controversy or division. 

 

The important point, according to the article, is that these 

experiences have collectively strengthened society's ability to 

handle complexity. Instead of suppressing differences, there has at least until recently been a growing 

tendency to address them through open discussion and formal procedures. Hopefully, such a situation is 

allowed to continue in spite of the current Lee Jae-myung (이재명) administration seemingly taking the 

country in an authoritarian direction. 

 

Finally, the article reflects on how South Korea today operates at the intersection of domestic and global 
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standards. As the country becomes more integrated into the international community, it increasingly 

encounters situations where external evaluations differ from internal perceptions. These differences, 

however, are not necessarily harmful. The author argues that they can serve as opportunities for mutual 

reflection. International viewpoints can prompt Koreans to reexamine their own assumptions, while 

domestic experiences can provide deeper context for outsiders trying to understand Korean society. 

 

The nomination of Hak Ja Han (한학자) is presented not as a simple story about one individual's 

achievements or controversies, but as a moment that highlights the complexity and maturity of South 

Korea as a society. It raises important questions about how different values are balanced, how public 

debates are conducted, and how a nation positions itself within a global framework. 

 

Regardless of whether the nomination leads to an award, the article suggests that the real significance lies 

in how people, media, and institutions respond to what some may perceive as a controversial nomination. 

By "engaging thoughtfully with differing perspectives", the writer is pointing to norms like open debate, 

tolerance of disagreement, and critical scrutiny. A controversial nomination is a stress test for democratic 

maturity. If society responds with reasoned debate rather than reflexive polarization, that's more valuable 

than the award outcome itself. The nomination becomes a case study in democratic culture rather than just 

a question of merit. 
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