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The Concept of "I" and "Thou" in the Master-disciple Relationship in 
Taekwondo Training

Peter Ha*

Graduate School of Physical Education; Kyung Hee University; South Korea

Abstract
Taekwondo defined as a martial art is different from Taekwondo as a sport, and so there are many ways to distinguish the sport 
aspects of Taekwondo from its martial art aspects. In this paper, I offer a theoretical framework with which we can characterize 
the martial aspects of Taekwondo in the master-disciple relationship as being founded in the concept of "I" and "Thou." Research 
has shown that in order for Taekwondo players to attain the requisite skills to become an expert in combat techniques, it is necessary 
to engage in physical training. That training requires that there are, on the one hand, some individuals, who want to learn self-defense 
skills, and, on the other hand, others who are able to teach these skills. In the area of sports, the former are trainees and the latter 
are trainers. Thus, just like in any other sport, the training of sport Taekwondo includes a trainer-trainee relationship. However, 
the training of Taekwondo as a martial art includes the master-disciple relationship. I assert these two relationships are essentially 
different from each other. I characterize the master-disciple relationship as the "I" and "Thou" relationship, and demonstrate in this 
paper that it is not reduced to the "I" and "It" relation between a trainer and trainee. Whereas the "I-Thou" relationship is grounded 
in practical knowledge, the "I-It" relationship is based on technical knowledge. Describing how the "I" and "Thou" relationship 
is founded in practical knowledge, I want to shed light on the distinctive features of the master-disciple relationship in Taekwondo 
training.
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Introduction*

Since the beginning of modern Taekwondo, the founders of 
Taekwondo have, through their organizations, pursued two tasks. 
On the one hand, they have wanted to develop a Korean combat 
sport and to make it internationally recognized. After the Sydney 
Olympics in 2000, during which Taekwondo was finally adopted 
as an official Olympic sport, the aspiration to make Taekwondo 
a global sport had finally been fulfilled. However, the founders 
also wanted to define, establish, and grow the Korean martial 
art spirit in the training of Taekwondo. According to General 
Choi, Hong-Hee, one of the principle founders of Taekwondo, 
the genuine spirit of Taekwondo must be sought not only in 
sports Taekwondo but also in the martial art aspects of 
Taekwondo (2). However, since there has been a lot of emphasis 
on sports Taekwondo with the introduction of international 
competition, the martial aspects of Taekwondo have not been 

developed as fully as the sportive aspects of Taekwondo.   
Taekwondo is, indeed, a combat sport. In order to acquire 

combat skills, it is necessary to engage in physical training. 
Training requires, on the one hand, a student who wants to learn, 
and, on the other hand, someone who is able to teach these skills. 
Generally, we refer to the former as a trainee and to the latter 
as a trainer or coach. Thus, just like in any other sports, the 
training of sports Taekwondo takes place within a trainer-trainee 
relationship. Besides this trainer-trainee relationship, there is, 
however, another relationship. In the training of Taekwondo as 
a martial art, we also call a coach a master. Thus, unlike in 
any other sport, Taekwondo training is also determined by the 
master-disciple relationship. And in Taekwondo philosophy, the 
martial arts aspect of Taekwondo has been clarified in respect 
to the master-disciple relationship. But what are the distinctive 
characteristics of the master-disciple relationship that is 
distinguished from a trainer-trainee relationship?
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Concerning Taekwondo as a martial art, Jin Bang Yang, a 
prominent scholar in Taekwondo, emphasizes that the 
master-disciple relationship is essentially different from the 
trainer-trainee relationship. However, the difference between the 
master-disciple and the trainer-trainee relationships still remains 
obscure in the philosophical discussion of Taekwondo (10). 
Taking some ideas from the philosophy of M. Buber, I will try 
to clarify this difference. In dealing with the human relation in 
his magnum opus I and Thou, Buber makes a distinction between 
"I-It" and "I-Thou." He states: 

The attitude of man is twofold in accordance with the 
two basic words he can speak. The basic words are not 
single words but word pairs. One basic word is the word 
pair I-You. The other basic word is the word pair I-It; 
but this basic word is not changed when He or She takes 
the place of It. Thus the I of man is also twofold. For 
the I of the basic word I-You is different from that in 
the basic word I-It. (1)

Based on this distinction, I can say that the trainer-trainee 
relationship is characterized as the "I-It" that is based on technical 
knowledge of a self-centered subject. In contrast to this, the 
master-disciple relationship is defined in terms of the "I-Thou" 
that breaks the horizon of a self-centered subject. Thus, in order 
to understand the distinctive features of the master-disciple 
relationship, it is necessary to explain how "I-Thou" is 
fundamentally different from "I-It." But before clarifying the 
"I-Thou" relationship of the master and disciple, I will first 
explicate the meaning of the "I-It" relationship.

The "I-It" Relationship of the Trainer-trainee in Sport 
Taekwondo

As Aristotle argues in Politics, an interpersonal relation arises 
among human beings because they can never exist as purely 
solitary entities. In fact, they are essentially bound by having 
to live other human beings and, consequently, form a social 
world. Hence living in the social world, human beings are 
necessarily constituted in the interpersonal relation, which is a 
major component of their life. Since Taekwondo training is an 
activity that takes place in society, it is also necessary to 
presuppose the interpersonal relationship. But in dealing with this 
relationship, there is the authentic and inauthentic relationship 
with others in the social world. Let me first try to illustrate the 
inauthentic relation within respect to the philosophy of Buber. 

According to Buber, the inauthentic relation of human beings 
is defined as the "I-It" relationship. For the "I-It" relationship, 
he puts as follows: "Those who (thematically) experience do not 
participate in the world. For the experience is 'in them' and not 

between them and the world. The world does not participate in 
experience. … The world as (thematic) experience belongs to 
the basic word I-It" (1). In these passages, we can discover two 
essential features of the "I-It" relationship. First, it is the thematic 
relation grounded in one's rational experience of the world. 
Second, being defined as a purely rational experience, the 
members of the "I-It" relationship do not participate in the world. 
As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the trainer-trainee 
relationship is characterized in terms of the "I-It." We can now 
understand what the "I-It" relationship means. The "I-It" 
relationship signifies a rational relationship that separates a 
human being from others and from the world. And since human 
beings are essentially separated from each other in the rational 
experience, they are unable to form a personal relationship. But 
why is the trainer-trainee constituted in this rational relationship 
upon which the impersonal "I-It" is grounded? In order to 
understand the role of a rational experience in the trainer-trainee 
relationship, we need to first examine the development of modern 
sports from the concept of play in the pre-modern age.  

In the 17th century with the dawn of Cartesian cogito, the 
West finally broke away from the medieval world-view and 
entered the modern era. The ground of this transition lies in the 
fact that in the understanding of reality, man no longer had to 
rely on the authority of the Church. Man had been in a state 
of "authority" when a book took the place of his understanding, 
or when a spiritual director took the place of his conscience. 
In contrast to this, in the post-Cartesian world, man came to 
rely on his own self-conscious and self-grounding reason. With 
the advent of the self-grounding reason, western culture 
experienced radical changes in all aspects of life (4). According 
to Guttmann, the development of sports also underwent a drastic 
change in the modern age. Before the advent of the modern age, 
sports did not exist. In pre-modern times, people were just 
engaged in play. In dealing with the history of sports, it is 
important to see this difference between sports and play. For 
Guttmann, sports, which appeared only in the modern age, are 
nothing more than rationalized play (3). This means that modern 
athletes, who are following the principle of rationality, compete 
with standardized equipment and by following the universal rules. 
However, the equipment of pre-modern athletes was not 
standardized, and the rules for pre-modern games often varied 
in accordance with social contexts in which those games took 
place. Moreover, in the training of modern sports determined 
by the principle of rationality, the trainers had to be equipped 
with certain knowledge, and their knowledge usually was 
translated into technical knowledge. In this sense, one can say 
that sports are possible on the basis of technical knowledge.  

Through the West's application of the modern rationality of 
self-grounding reason, play in the pre-modern age was 
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transformed into modern sports. The traditional Korean martial 
arts, in the pre-modern age, also experienced a similar change 
and became Taekwondo as a sport. And the training of sports 
presupposes that one must possesses technical knowledge. What 
we mean by technical knowledge is consciously planned and 
deliberately executed knowledge. In sport Taekwondo, a trainer 
imparts this knowledge to a trainee. Moreover, technical 
knowledge is susceptible to formulation in rules and in 
propositions that are universally understood (8). Hence a trainer, 
who is an expert in his/her field, can write down the acquired 
technical knowledge in propositions in a book. In fact, 
Taekwondo has a number of standard textbooks for trainers. From 
these books, anyone, regardless of age or cultural background, 
can learn the technical knowledge of Taekwondo.   

Like in any other modern sport, the training of sport 
Taekwondo is grounded in the technical knowledge that promotes 
the self-conscious pursuit of skills. And in this self-conscious 
technical knowledge, there is a presupposed self-centered and 
encapsulated subject in the immanent consciousness that has the 
ability to seize everything outside of itself and reduces these 
things into the immanent consciousness. In other words, the 
learning of technical knowledge is possible on the basis of the 
subject-object relationship, in which an object has absolutely no 
independence from a subject. For instance, a trainer can observe 
a trainee's performance by looking at the movements of his hand, 
the muscles of his leg, or any other part of his anatomy. But 
none of these ways of perceptions allow the independence of 
a trainee from a trainer. On the contrary, every performance of 
the trainee is immediately integrated into the self-centered and 
deliberate consciousness. It is precisely here, in the self-conscious 
subject, from which technical knowledge originates that we can 
discover this distinctive feature of "I-It" relationship explicated 
in the philosophy of Buber. For Buber, the "I-It" relationship 
of a trainer and trainee signifies a special relation, in which every 
entity including man is objectified and absorbed into a 
self-centered subject. As Buber states: "You must become an It 
in our world. However exclusively present it may have been in 
the direct relationship--as soon as the relationship has run its 
course or is permeated by means the You becomes an object 
among objects" (1). In other words, the "I-It" relationship, in 
which man is reduced to an object by his own self-centered 
subject, refers to a relation of a reifying consciousness that treats 
man in the same manner as things. Because of this relation, in 
the "I-It" man is not signified as a personal you but as an 
impersonal "It." Hence in the objectified "I-It" relationship, a 
trainer and a trainee are never experienced as unique persons. 
On the contrary to this, they are just regarded as one object 
among many that is absorbed into a self-centered subject. As 
a consequence, in the relationship involving a trainer and trainee 

defined in terms of the "I-It" relationship, Taekwondo players 
are unable to participate in the world and engage in a personal 
relation with others. 

In dealing with the philosophical discourse of the 
trainer-trainee relationship in sport Taekwondo, it is now clear 
that it is characterized as the "I-It" relationship revealed in 
through the acquisition of technical knowledge. However, there 
is another more significant relationship. We can experience this 
relationship when the appearance of a unique person breaks the 
horizon of our self-centered ego. This relationship, in which the 
appearance of an other interrupts and disturbs the certainty of 
technical knowledge, is defined in terms of the "I-Thou," which 
constitutes the relationship between a master and a disciple. I 
will now clarify the meaning of the "I-Thou" relationship.

The "I-Thou" in the Master-disciple Relationship

Taekwondo training is also characterized as martial art practice, 
and in this form of training, an expert is called a master who 
gives lessons to a disciple. The relationship between master and 
disciple is distinguished from and actually contrasts with the 
"I-It" relationship of the trainer and trainee. In contrast to the 
"I-It" relationship, the master-disciple relationship is constituted 
in the "I-Thou" relationship. For the meaning of the "I-Thou" 
relationship, Buber states: 

When I confront a human as my You and speak the 
basic word I-You to him, then he is no thing among 
things nor does he consist of things. He is no longer 
He or She, limited by other Hes and Shes, a dot in the 
world grid of space and time, nor a condition that can 
be experienced and described, a loose bundle of named 
qualities. (1)      

What is important in the "I-Thou" relationship is that man is 
never to be taken as a particular instance of some universal genus. 
In other words, man is never subsumed under the universal 
principle. As a consequence, man is not experienced as an 
objectified thing grasped by mere technical knowledge that 
presupposes a universal law. From this fact, it is obvious that 
the foundation of the "I-Thou" is not and actually cannot be 
sought through the acquisition of technical knowledge. The 
foundation of the "I-Thou" relationship requires a new 
conceptualization of knowledge, and this knowledge can be 
clarified by describing the meaning of master, which is essentially 
different from the meaning of trainer. 

Taekwondo is an art of learning combat skills. And, just like 
in the learning of any art, if one wants to obtain and perfect 
a certain skill, s/he has to find an expert who has a high degree 
of knowledge. In the pre-modern age, a "master" refers to a 
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person who has this kind of knowledge. In a literal sense, the 
term "master" means a knowledgeable person who persists in 
a disciple for a long time and imparts knowledge to a disciple. 
However, the type of knowledge of a master has a distinctive 
feature. In contrast to technical knowledge of a trainer, the 
knowledge of a master exists only in practice. And the only way 
to acquire practical knowledge is by apprenticeship with a master. 
This does not mean that a master can teach it. A master is unable 
to teach this knowledge to a disciple because this knowledge 
cannot be put into words or formulas. It can be only acquired 
by continuous contact with one who is perpetually practicing it.

  One famous example of this type of practical knowledge 
that is acquired by perpetually practicing it is depicted in the 
thoughts of Chuang-Tzu. In The Inner Chapters, Chuang-Tzu 
describes this knowledge as follows: 

Duke Huan of Chi was reading a book at the upper end 
of the hall; the wheelwright was making a wheel at the 
lower end. Putting aside his mallet and chisel, he called 
to the Duke and asked him what book he was reading. 
"One that records the words of the Sage," answered the 
Duke. "Are those Sages alive?" asked the wheelwright. 
"Oh, no," said the Duke, "they are dead." "In that case," 
said the wheelwright, "what you are reading can be 
nothing but the lees and scum of bygone man." "How 
dare you, a wheelwright, find fault with the book I'm 
reading. If you can explain your statement, I will let 
you pass. If not, you shall die." "Speaking as a 
wheelwright," he replied, "I look at the matter in this 
way; when I am making a wheel, if my stroke is too 
slow, then if bites deep but is not steady; if my stroke 
is too fast, then it is steady, but it does not go deep. 
The right pace, neither slow nor fast, cannot get into 
the hand unless it comes from the heart. It is a thing 
that cannot be put into words and rules; there is an art 
in it that I cannot explain to my son. That is why it 
is impossible for me to let him take over my work, and 
here I am at the age of seventy still making wheels. 
In my opinion it must have been the same with the men 
of old. All that was worth handing on died with them; 
the rest, they put in their books. That is why I said that 
what you were reading was the lees and scum of bygone 
men." (9)

As stated clearly here, Chung-Tzu argues that there is, on the 
one hand, the "knowledge that can be put into words and rules" 
and, on the other hand, the "knowledge that cannot put into words 
and rules." I refer to the former as "technical knowledge" and 
the latter as "practical knowledge." According to Chung-Tzu, the 
arts of making a wheelwright are based on the "practical 
knowledge" that contrasts with "technical knowledge." With the 

two types of knowledge in mind, we can also see a difference 
between a master and a trainer. We can argue that a master 
possesses "practical knowledge," and a trainer has "technical 
knowledge."

The training of Taekwondo is grounded in both practical and 
technical knowledge. Technical knowledge acquired in sport 
Taekwondo is the consciously planned and deliberately executed 
knowledge of objectification. In contrast to this, the practical 
knowledge of Taekwondo as a martial art is knowledge 
unconsciously inherited from the tradition. In other words, this 
practical knowledge has emerged, grown and established itself 
unselfconsciously over a period of time. In this kind of artistic 
learning, a disciple is being taught not only technical knowledge 
but also artistry, which is never reduced to a fixed or established 
system of abstract ideas.

Learning in arts involves certain skills that can be only 
imparted in through practical knowledge. This conceptualization 
of practical knowledge, however, is not something new. It is 
already found in the romantic concept of "lore." According to 
the romantic tradition, "lore" signifies a living body of 
accumulated wisdom that has its roots in the primordial past and 
is sustained through direct personal transmission by a master (5). 
Since practical knowledge is transmitted from the past, it is not 
merely the eradication of pure ignorance but involves the ongoing 
reformation of preexisting knowledge. With this practical 
knowledge that is never knowledge of an individual and a 
self-made man, we now have a new understanding of the self 
that is distinguished from the individual self of technical 
knowledge. As mentioned earlier, the self of technical knowledge 
is defined as an encapsulated subject. But in contrast to this, 
the self of practical knowledge is never regarded as an isolated 
subject separated from the world. On the contrary, the self of 
practical knowledge is disclosed to the world by depending upon 
a certain kind of society and an inheritance of the past. Based 
on this self, there arises a new relation between a master and 
a disciple. 

The relationship of a master and disciple is based on practical 
knowledge, and this knowledge evokes the "I-Thou" relationship. 
In contrast to the technical knowledge of the "I-It" relationship, 
the practical knowledge of the "I and Thou" is constituted in 
a concrete relationship derived from one's own experience. The 
reason for this is that a master, who finds him/herself in the 
historical world inherited from the past, is never conceived of 
as an abstract, self-centered subject that absolves everything to 
itself. Completely depending upon the tradition, a master 
recognizes the limits of (self)-consciousness and the 
self-grounding reason. Consequently, a disciple, who stands in 
opposition to a master, attains his/her independence from his/her 
master. A trainee, however, cannot do this in his/her relationship 
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with a trainer. Thus, the independence of a disciple indicates 
that in the "I-Thou" relation, wo/man is never reduced to an 
object that is bound to the causality; rather s/he is experienced 
as person that is situated in the realm of freedom. On this point, 
Buber states: "Here I and You confront each other freely in a 
reciprocity that is not involved in or tainted by any causality; 
here man finds guaranteed the freedom of his being. Only those 
who know relation and who know of the presence of the You 
have the capacity for decision" (1). And this free reciprocal 
"I-Thou" grounded in practical knowledge is only possible in 
the relationship between a master and a disciple.

Conclusion

Since Taekwondo became an official Olympic sport in Sydney 
in 2000, the understanding and development of Taekwondo as 
a sport has accelerated, while, at the same time, the training of 
Taekwondo as a martial art has received a little attention (10). 
Against these trends, there have been many attempts to regenerate 
the martial arts aspects of Taekwondo. And these attempts have 
focused on clarifying the martial arts aspect of Taekwondo with 
respect to the master-disciple relationship. However, the 
definition of what constitutes the master-disciple relationship has 
remained inadequate.

Having established and clarified the practical knowledge of 
the "I-Thou" relationship, I have provided a theoretical 
foundation of the master-disciple relationship in the Taekwondo 
training context. The art of acquiring the practical knowledge 
of Taekwondo as a martial art cannot be attained from a trainer 
whose knowledge is derived from scientific research. It can only 
be inherited by a disciple from a master. And on the basis of 
this practical knowledge, the "I-Thou" relationship of a master 
and a disciple can be established. By emphasizing the "I-Thou" 
relationship, we can regenerate the genuine meaning of the master 
and disciple relationship and also the meaning of Taekwondo 
as a martial art that has been forgotten in this modern age of 
technical knowledge valorization. Moreover, with the "I-Thou" 
relationship that is founded in practical knowledge of arts, we 
can also discern the limits of the trainer-trainee relationship, in 
which the authentic relationship between two persons becomes 
impossible. In Taekwondo training, a master encounters a disciple 
as a person, and this relationship is possible when one is free 
from the sovereignty of the self-enclosed subject, which is 
regarded as the basis of the "I-It" relationship of a trainer and 
trainee.
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