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Introduction 
 

 Within this paper, the term Taekwondo 

shall refer to the sport aspect of the Korean 

martial art known as Taekwondo, which is 

overseen by the World Taekwondo Federation 

(WTF) and the Kukkiwon in South Korea. 

The training of WTF Taekwondo involves 

two essential components: kyorugi (sparring) 

and poomsae. Generally, poomsae can be 

described as a “prearranged set of defensive 

and offensive movements executed to teach 

the fundamental movements of a martial art” 

(18). Moreover, kyorugi has been emphasized 

more than poomsae in the historical 

development of Taekwondo.  

 We can provide two reasons for such a 

development. First, in order to promote 

Taekwondo internationally, the founders of 

Taekwondo decided to brand it as an exciting 

combat sport. In fact, the first Taekwondo 

competition held in 1962 was a kyorugi 

competition (34). Second, Taekwondo can 

also be practiced as a self-defense system (8, 

19, 34). In order to prepare for combat, a 

person needs to engage in simulated fights, 

which is the primary reason to engage in 

kyorugi (25). Taekwondo training therefore 

focused on attaining combat skills, and 

kyorugi was conceived of as more important 

than poomsae. In recent times, however, this 

has changed. 

When we examine the recent 

developments of Taekwondo, we discover the 

remarkable advance in poomsae competition. 

In 1996, the first poomsae competition was 

organized, and nowadays poomsae players 

can participate in elite-level international 
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competitions. Congruent with this 

development, Taekwondo practitioners have 

begun to seek a better understanding of 

poomsae. The reason for this is that, from the 

start, General Choi, Hong Hee saw the 

training of Taekwondo as a combat activity. 

This is shown in the fact that he introduced 

Taekwondo as a part of military training (9). 

If Taekwondo is understood as a combat 

activity, then kyorugi becomes an essential 

aspect of Taekwondo training, and many 

researchers have argued just that (6, 18, 34, 

47, 48, 49). Moreover, a leading Taekwondo 

textbook published by the Kukkiwon states 

that poomsae practice enhances kyorugi 

ability, and that “kyorugi is a practical 

application of the poomsae [sic]” (25). That is, 

the training of poomsae is only a means for 

kyorugi. Taekwondo training consists of 

attaining combat skills, and poomsae only 

provides prearranged sets of skills useful 

when performing kyorugi.1 Because poomsae 

is closely bound to improving combat skills, it 

only has been understood a prearranged set of 

combat drill movements (6).  

 Many martial artists feel their practice 

should have some combat functionality (1, 2, 

14). Allen states, “[m]artial arts practice 

resembles sport in being convention-

dependent. But the major difference between 

martial arts and sports is that martial arts have 

an external value independent of practice, as 

instruments of violence” (1). Poomsae were 

designed “to be an instrument of violence, 

and which, when competently performed, 

express2 that violent intentionality” (1). He 

continues by claiming  

 [p]ractically all martial art techniques 

are what a dancer would call steps: 

Movements and combinations 

susceptible of demonstration and 

repetition. Training the steps is partly 

about getting the right form, becoming 

habituated to initially difficult details 

of position and posture. (1) 

Poomsae practice also “reinforces basic 

techniques and helps the individual to develop 

control, confidence, balance, and coordination” 

(11). In order to master the mental and 

physical skills necessary to survive a violent 

encounter, repetition of techniques must be 

performed to ensure a technique becomes 

innate (27). Yet again, these drills were 

simply considered a means for kyorugi skill 

acquisition.  

But is poomsae only a means or a 

preparatory stage for kyorugi? Or, does 

poomsae training have its own purpose 

independent from the combative activity? In 

dealing with these questions, we argue that 

there are two conceptualizations of poomsae. 

First, there is a derivative conception of 

poomsae that deals with a prearranged set of 

combat drills. This understanding of poomsae 

is what has been known in modern times. 

Second, we believe there is a primordial 

conception of poomsae whose function has 

little to do with combative skills, which is 

closely bound up with daoyin-sul or daoyin 

exercises, a Chinese style of gymnastics that 

can be translated as the art of guiding and 

pulling. By connecting Taekwondo poomsae 

with daoyin-sul, we seek to create a new 

understanding of Taekwondo poomsae. The 

purpose of elucidating this connection 

between poomsae and daoyin-sul training is 

to offer a reinvigorated avenue and purpose 

for Taekwondo training generally and 

 

1 Interestingly, some researchers claim poomsae practice, especially WTF style poomsae, has little to do 

with kyorugi (6, 34). It is important to note that these authors were examining direct physical links between 

poomsae techniques and the skills typically utilized in kyorugi. For the purposes of this paper, we consider 

the whole of Taekwondo practice as means of self-cultivation with multiple activities designed to achieve 

that aim. Thus, poomsae and kyorugi, both being essential elements of Taekwondo training, can be mutually 
exclusive in their physical goals, but they both contribute to the overall development of Taekwondo 

practitioners. 
2 Emphasis made by the source’s author. 
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poomsae practice specially; thus, it broadens 

the scope of Taekwondo academics 

philosophically and pedagogically.   

 

Established History of Poomsae 

 

Throughout human history, we encounter 

various types of martial arts practice, 

regardless whether the practice was armed or 

unarmed or for self-defense. For instance, 

boxing and wrestling were popular in ancient 

Greece. Also in Thailand, Muay Thai, or Thai 

kickboxing, has been practiced for centuries. 

These martial arts are concerned only with 

combat skills based on the training of 

defensive and offensive movements without 

any systematic preparatory exercise for 

sparring. Even if a preparatory exercise exists, 

it is usually considered a means for sparring. 

However, in contrast to these, there is a 

peculiar feature of modern East Asian martial 

arts, such as Karate and Taekwondo, in which 

solo practice of fundamental techniques is 

essential to learning the art. As we will see 

later, the existence of poomsae indicates that 

East Asian martial arts fundamentally 

distinguishes martial art practice from mere 

fighting (28, 30). Yet, as stated above, 

poomsae is not perceived in WTF circles as 

important as kyorugi. Contrary to this, the 

training of poomsae involves repetitive drills 

in order for Taekwondo trainees to become 

reflexive in combat.  

In opposition to the view of those who 

treat poomsae as something inferior or 

subordinate to kyorugi, which represents a 

derivative conception, we want to suggest a 

new conceptualization of poomsae with 

respect to daoyin-sul. The purpose of these 

exercises is not primarily concerned with 

combat drills; instead, combat drills were 

derived much later from daoyin-sul (24). 

However, before explicating the relationship 

between Taekwondo poomsae and daoyin-sul, 

we first need to elucidate why General Choi, 

Hong Hee (8, 9) as well as Capener (6), 

Moenig (34), and Yang (45, 48, 49) have thus 

far treated poomsae as a preparatory drill for 

combat.   

 

The Taekwondo Spirit of Poomsae and 

Bushido 

 

Taekwondo is a modern Korean martial art, 

yet, the influence of Japanese understanding 

of martial arts, especially their concepts of 

Bushido, have greatly influenced most 

Japanese and Korean martial arts of the 19th 

through 21st centuries. From the perspective 

of Taekwondo history, it is no mere 

coincidence that kyorugi practice is 

considered more important than the practice 

of poomsae. When establishing modern 

Taekwondo, its founders focused on 

developing a Korean combat activity (8, 9, 18, 

34). More importantly, when Taekwondo was 

first formulated after Korea’s liberation from 

Japan, it was infused with “the soul of 

Koreans” (8). In other words, Taekwondo 

represented the spirit of Korean people.   

The goal of Taekwondo training, however, 

does not merely consist in learning how to 

fight and defeat an opponent. From the start, 

the founders of Taekwondo believed that 

practitioners should strive to improve 

physically, mentally, and spiritually by 

developing their combat skills (6). Hence, 

they created Taekwondo spirit, which is 

defined as “values of desirable human 

character that Taekwondo aims at 

nurturing…through experience and realization 

obtained within [Taekwondo] techniques” 

(17). In the training of poomsae as well as 

kyorugi, Taekwondo practitioners should 

cultivate their mind according to Taekwondo 

spirit. However, the tenets of Taekwondo 

spirit already indicate that the essential aspect 

Taekwondo training consists in acquisition of 

combat skills. 

General Choi, Hong Hee, who was one of 

primary founders of Taekwondo, established 

the five philosophical tenets of Taekwondo, 
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namely: courtesy, integrity, perseverance, 

self-control, and indomitable spirit. These 

tenets indicate that the overarching goal of 

Taekwondo practice is to foster a courageous 

warrior-like character, namely Taekwondo 

spirit, exemplified by one who never retreats 

in battle. From this understanding of 

Taekwondo spirit we find that Taekwondo is 

focused on fostering a strong, warrior-like 

spirit; i.e., a person of moral character who is 

able to accomplish difficult tasks for the 

betterment of society (25).  

 Regarding the development of East Asian 

martial arts in the 20th century, we must 

acknowledge the contribution of Japanese 

martial arts masters. A martial art has been 

defined as “a system of self-defense with the 

ultimate goal of self-cultivation” (18), and it 

is within this context that we examine 

Taekwondo here. In fact, it was the same 

Japanese masters who founded martial arts 

such as Judo, Kendo, and Karate that first 

exposed the West to oriental martial arts 

practice. From their beginnings, the founders 

of modern Japanese martial arts were heavily 

influenced by the samurai training traditions 

(26). Kano and Funakoshi, the founders of 

Judo and Shotokan Karate respectfully, 

considered martial arts as “valuable” methods 

of “[cultivating practitioners’] humanity” (23) 

and systems of “moral development” (12), 

which is what Koreans call mudo jungshin 

(martial art spirit). Thus, the founders of 

modern Japanese martial arts understood their 

practice was not simply to acquire combat 

skills; it was also for the fostering of a good 

character. 

 We assert that the spirit of Taekwondo is 

aligned with the mudo jungshin of Judo and 

Karate. However, the philosophical basis of 

the mudo jungshin of Judo and Karate are 

from Bushido. Bushido, which is usually 

translated as the way of the warrior, is the 

systematic treaties of the samurai, thus 

representing their spirit that had existed for 

many centuries in Japan. It is loosely 

analogous to the concept of chivalry. 

According to Nitobe, it “is the code of moral 

principles which the knights were required or 

instructed to observe. It is not a written code; 

at best it consists of a few maxims handed 

down from mouth to mouth or coming from 

the pen of some well-known author” (38). 

The Japanese martial arts masters of the 19th 

and 20 centuries, who believed that martial 

arts practice included the production of a life 

philosophy, infused their arts with Bushido. 

While some have stated the term Bushido was 

coined in the 10th century (44), others have 

claimed it is a modern term rather than a 

historical one (5) as Rankin explains: 

Although bushido translates as ‘the 

way of the warrior,’ the concept was 

largely concocted by scholars, authors, 

and pedagogues who had never 

experienced war. To the traditional 

martial requisites of courage and 

fearlessness they bonded humility and 

loyalty, virtues which, frankly, are not 

often on display in the medieval war 

chronicles. (40) 

It is also important to note, however, that 

“Bushido is a cluster of attributes derived 

from…semifictional sources. Tokugawa3 

thinkers tranquilized the martial ethic of the 

Muromachi4 warriors, straining it of its 

morbidity while injecting healthier concepts 

such as righteousness and fortitude” (40). 

The purpose of the Bushido code “was to 

impart identity and structure to the lives of the 

samurai during the years of peace, while 

validating their division from and authority 

over the common folk” (40). The 

philosophical principles of Bushido are based 

on Neo-Confucianism (13, 31), and Bushido 

is influenced by Shinto and Zen Buddhism 

3 Also known as Japan’s Edo Period, the Tokugawa Period lasted from 1603–1868 and was the last time 

the samurai social class existed. 
4 The Muromachi Era is the Japanese historical era from 1336–1573. The latter part of the period was 

fraught with civil war and is known as the Warring States Period. 

 



Journal of the International Association for Taekwondo Research 2016;3(1):26-39 

   

30 

 

(28, 50), allowing the ruffian samurai to be 

tempered by wisdom and serenity. Cleary 

states: 

Ever since the samurai took power in 

Japan…Buddhists had been trying to 

civilize and educate the warriors. This 

does not mean that the samurai caste 

in general was successfully imbued 

with Buddhist enlightenment, even 

with a Buddhist spirit. One prominent 

reason for this was that the Buddhists 

were kept busy, not only trying to 

civilize the samurai, but also trying to 

clean up after them and their follies. 

Buddhism was burdened with the 

tasks of burying the dead, taking in 

and raising the many children 

orphaned by war or poverty or cast off 

as bastards, and sheltering abused and 

abandoned wives. (10)  

Contributing to Cleary, Mann claims that: 

[r]eaders should be clear that the 

majority of samurai, imperial Japanese 

soldiers and contemporary 

practitioners of budō5 have not been 

adherents of Zen. However… (the 

denial of) any special significance of 

Zen, is also problematic. The 

pendulum rarely stops dead center. … 

Zen is quite important (as) an essential 

element in the development and 

practice of budō. (31) 

The primary purpose of Bushido was thus to 

inculcate certain moral values in the samurai. 

These values included frugality, loyalty, 

martial arts mastery, and honor unto death. 

Nitobe states Bushido followers: 

must originally have been a rough 

breed who made fighting their 

vocation. This class was naturally 

requited, in a long period of constant 

warfare, from the manliest and the 

most adventurous, and all the while 

the process of elimination went on, the 

timid and the feeble being sorted out, 

and only “a rude race, all masculine, 

with brutish strength” to borrow 

Emerson’s phrase, surviving to form 

families and the ranks of the samurai. 

Coming to profess great honor and 

great privileges, and correspondingly 

great responsibilities, they soon felt 

the need of a common standard of 

behavior, especially as they were 

always on a belligerent footing and 

belonged to different clans. (38)6 

Nevertheless, a samurai was obligated to 

observe this code, thus making it more of a 

subculture than a definite military code of 

conduct.  

For the Japanese martial artist, Jigoro 

Kano for instance, the primary purpose of 

martial arts training is to foster a strong spirit. 

Kano also derived these ideas from the spirit 

of Bushido formulated by Nitobe (22). 

Concerning the importance of a strong spirit 

of samurai, Nitobe states:  

The tripod that supported the 

framework of Bushido was said to 

be…Wisdom, Benevolence, and 

Courage. … A samurai was essentially 

a man of action. … He took advantage 

of (science) in so far as it concerned 

his profession of arms. Religion and 

theology were relegated to the priests; 

he concerned himself with them in so 

far as they helped to nourish courage. 

(38) 

Since martial artists wish to cultivate 

themselves into battle-ready warriors, it is no 

wonder that Bushido emphasizes the spirit of 

daring and bearing. On a battle field, the 

samurai must have endured extreme situations, 

and Nitobe stresses the importance of this 

5 The Japanese martial arts. 
6 This fantasied conceptualization of Bushido has been debunked, since the publication of R. Benedict’s The 

Chrysanthemum and Sword (4). Nonetheless, we just want to show some connection between the spirit of 

Taekwondo and Bushido in this paper. 
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spirit. According to him,   a good a warrior 

must possess a strong spirit. Hence, from 

early childhood on, a samurai was raised with 

the story of “Great Valor.” To describe this 

education of valor to samurai, Nitobe states:  

Valour, Fortitude, Bravery, 

Fearlessness, Courage, being the 

qualities of soul which appeal most 

easily to juvenile minds, and which 

can be trained by exercise and 

example, were, so to speak, the most 

popular virtues, early emulated among 

the youth. Stories of military exploits 

were repeated almost before boys left 

their mother's breast. Does a little 

booby cry for any ache? The mother 

scolds him in this fashion: “What a 

coward to cry for a trifling pain? What 

will you do when your arm is cut off 

in battle? What will you do when you 

are called upon to commit harakiri7?” 

8(38) 

In other words, true valor, in the 

conceptualization of samurai spirit, means to 

live when it is right to live and “to die when it 

is right to die” (38). 

As above, Bushido was not about the 

physical training of samurai: it dealt with the 

cultivation of their spirit (i.e., character). In 

the ideal conceptualization of training, the 

samurai emphasized the cultivation of spirit, 

because they believed in the dominance of 

spirit over body (matter). However, there was 

also a practical side to their mental and 

spiritual training. Kamata and Shimizu claim: 

Zen was accepted by the samurai of 

the Kamakura era (1192-1333) 

because they sought ways to cope with 

death since they always stood at its 

door. Then, in the Muromachi era 

(1392-1573), it was transformed into 

something which could be viewed as 

similar to the tea ceremony, flower 

arrangement, or Noh drama, and 

began to be accepted by the Japanese 

people. (21) 

Musashi, the famed samurai, agrees: “when 

you refine your practice to the point where 

you attain freedom of the whole body, then 

you can overcome people by means of your 

body. And since your mind is trained in this 

science, you can also overcome people by 

means of mind” (36). Thus, we have 

uncovered the secret to samurai training; 

namely, training in physical forms of combat 

can cultivate the spirit to overcome whatever 

obstacle presents itself in life.  

Of course, a good samurai needed a high 

level of sword and combat skills. However, 

those skills were but just outward expressions 

of their undying samurai spirit. Since samurai 

believed a victory of spirit over the body, 

Bushido enhanced their mental power. This 

led to the importance of self-control in the life 

of samurai. From a theoretical perspective, 

self-control, especially the control of emotion, 

was an essential ability of a samurai, for it 

was deadly to allow even a moment of 

hesitation to influence action in combat (2).  

Based on the practice of self-control 

through the training of combat techniques, 

samurai could attain calmness of behavior and 

composure of mind, which should not have 

been disturbed by emotion of any kind, 

especially making an important decision in a 

fierce battle. Taekwondo, which was 

influenced by the conceptualization of spirit 

in the Japanese martial arts (34), is also 

conceived of as a combat activity with 

moralistic and spiritual cultivation purposes. 

Although General Choi, Hong Hee never 

mentioned Bushido in his books9, it is highly 
 

7 Emphasis made by the source’s author. 
8 Harakiri, also known as seppuku, was the samurai practice of ritual suicide through disembowelment. It 

was performed to allow a disgraced samurai to die with honor. It was also employed as a means to escape 

torture when captured by an enemy. For the purposes of this paper, it is used as an example to show the great 

levels of self-discipline and self-sacrifice the samurai were expected to possess.  
9 General Choi wrote the first Taekwondo textbook, entitled Taekwondo Kyobon, in 1958 (34). 
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probable that he was acquainted with the 

concept of Bushido before creating the spirit 

of Taekwondo, since he had studied Shotokan 

Karate-do in Japan and wanted to cultivate a 

strong spirit in his soldier students through 

Taekwondo training (8, 9). The fact that 

General Choi, Hong Hee chose the concept of 

self-control as a central tenet of his art is 

evidence enough that part of the Bushido 

spirit lives on through Taekwondo. 

The spirit of Bushido represents the 

Japanese conceptualization of martial arts that 

is concerned with fostering a righteous and 

brave person who used training in combat 

skills for personal self-cultivation. The 

training of Taekwondo has indeed been 

influenced by this spirit so that it also pursues 

to cultivate a brave warrior. In this 

understanding of martial arts in which a set of 

combat skills is emphasized, it is inevitable 

that poomsae is treated as a means or a pre-

stage to kyorugi. This emphasis of combat 

skill is based fundamentally on the Japanese 

conception of martial arts that spread to Korea 

during the colonial period.  

In addition to Japanese martial art 

pedagogy, there exists also a Chinese 

conceptualization of martial arts. Indeed, 

many Chinese martial arts also have combat 

and self-cultivation purposes. Hence the 

training of Chinese martial arts also consists 

of taolu10 and sparring. However, there exist 

Chinese martial arts in which the attainment 

of combat skill is not the primary purpose, 

especially the martial arts training without 

weapons. Consequently, in this classical 

Chinese conceptualization of martial arts, the 

training of taolu or of poomsae is not 

primarily preparatory drills for kyorugi.  

  

 

 

 

The Training of Korean Poomsae and 

Chinese Daoyin-sul 

    

We now turn to the explication on 

poomsae and its relation to Chinese 

gymnastics called daoyin-sul. Similar to 

Japan, martial arts training in China has also 

been quite popular. However, the Chinese 

have a variety understanding of martial arts. 

In dealing with Chinese martial arts, we 

should draw attention to the fact the Chinese 

make a distinction between the martial arts 

that incorporate weapons and those that do 

not. The origin of martial arts training that 

does not include weapons training can be 

traced back to the practice of daoyin-sul. 

Yang claims daoyin-sul, which is performed 

to elongate extend life in accordance with the 

Daoist nurturing life11 concept, is the 

prototype of poomsae (45). Although he 

points out the possible connection between 

daoyin-sul and poomsae (45, 46, 47, 48), he 

does not provide an extensive discussion of it. 

Moreover, while the acquisition of qi through 

Taekwondo practice has been acknowledged 

(8, 19, 49), how it can be developed in 

poomsae has yet to be explored thoroughly, 

especially in English. This connection, which 

is found in Chinese martial arts, sheds light on 

the fact that combat training in China was 

executed not only by warriors as in the case of 

Japan but also by religious people such as 

Daoist adepts and Buddhist monks.  

Lorge states that Chinese martial arts were 

“developed physical practices of armed and 

unarmed combat, which must be understood 

primarily as military skills, not methods of 

self-cultivation or religious activity” (30). The 

use of Chinese martial arts as a means for 

personal cultivation is thus a modern 

conceptualization (30). Indeed, the function 

and meaning of practice of these arts did 

change (25, 30). Many more people practice 

10 Taolu, kata, and poomsae have many of the same purpose as found in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean 

martial arts, respectfully. However, as we will show later, the prototype of taolu is found in daoin-sul. 
11 The Daoist nurturing life concept “is a prominent concept in Daoist philosophy and has exerted a 

profound influence in Chinese culture at large” (29). 
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systems of combat fighting for military 

purposes than for personal refinement, and it 

is only by “focusing on the relatively tiny 

number of civilian martial artists can we make 

self-defense the main goal of martial arts 

training” (30). Thus, the modern 

understanding of Chinese martial arts is not 

wrong merely because it differs from its 

earlier place in Chinese society. It is “simply 

an example of how things change” (30). 

Chinese martial arts are not unique because 

they existed before other martial arts. Rather, 

their “meanings of practice” separate them 

from other forms of combat arts (30). Lorge 

claims that “martial arts has [sic] expanded 

into the realms of self-cultivation and health 

promotion,” and with Tai Chi in particular, 

have been used for these modern purposes 

(30). Moreover, for the Chinese physical 

exercise has historically been connected with 

religious practice. With this understanding of 

physical training, we can see why the 

Buddhist monks in the Shaolin Temple, 

whose ultimate goal is to escape from the 

world of suffering, developed their own 

martial art.  

In order to understand the phenomenon of 

Chinese martial arts, we need to delve into the 

tradition of Daoism in China. Before 

Buddhism was introduced to China, Daoism, 

the origin of which is unknown, had 

permeated throughout Chinese culture. In the 

influential book Daoism and Chinese Religion, 

Maspero provides a precise definition of 

Daoism: “Daoism is a salvation religion 

which aims to lead the faithful to Life Eternal. 

If the Daoists, in the search for Long Life, 

conceived this not as a spiritual immortality 

but as a material immortality of the body 

itself” (32). Daoism played an important role 

in developing Chinese cosmology, philosophy, 

religion, medicine, and even martial arts. 

Daoism also had a strong influence on the 

development of Buddhism in China. In fact, 

Chan (Zen) Buddhism originated in China 

and is a result of a combination of Buddhist 

and Daoist beliefs (28, 38).  

As a salvation religion, the concept of Life 

Eternal is very important in Daoism. For 

Daoists, Life Eternal means the immortal 

existence of the physical body in this world. 

However, as Daoists do not distinguish 

between the spirit and matter (body), they 

believe the soul is not a counterpart to the 

visible and material body. Consequently, 

Daoists never sought immortality in the realm 

of spirit. Hence, for them eternal life is found 

in the connection with the body. Concerning 

this point, Maspero states:  

Since Eternal Life is a life within a 

body and since the believer does not 

normally receive a new body after his 

death, where does his immortal body 

come from? It is he himself who must 

produce it within him during his life. 

Herein lies the importance of the 

dietetic, gymnastics, alchemical, and 

other practises [sic] in Daoism, aside 

from the strictly religious practices: 

they are used in producing the 

immortal body. (32) 

Elsewhere he states, “The immortal body is 

produced mysteriously inside the mortal body, 

the perishable elements of which it replaces 

little by little with imperishable elements” 

(32). In other words, by following a specific 

diet and practicing daoyin-sul, Daoists believe 

they can transition their corporality into an 

immortal body.  

Daoyin-sul exercises are thought to pull, 

guide, and help accumulate qi throughout the 

body to where it is needed. Qi, which is 

known as chi in English and ki in Korean and 

Japanese, is thought to be the ultimate energy 

source of life by Daoists, Buddhists, and Neo-

Confucians alike. Moreover, Daoyin-sul 

exercises were widely practiced by Daoists. 

Hence, in dealing with the ways to become a 

perfect man, Chuang Tzu, the famous Daoist 

philosopher, mentions the importance of 

daoyin exercises: “To blow out and breathe in 
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slowly, to inhale and exhale, to puff out the 

old breaths and draw in the new, practicing 

bear-hanging and bird-stretching, longevity is 

the only concern” (7). 

In order to understand Daoist immortality 

and its relation to qi, we need to first grasp 

Daoists' conceptualization of the body. They 

believe that “[t]he body is divided into three 

sections: the upper body (head and arms), the 

middle section (chest), [sic] lower section 

(belly and legs). Each of these has its vital 

center, a sort of command post; these are the 

three Cinnabar Fields” (32). According to this 

passage, the body consists of a vital center, 

and for Daoists, the vitality of the body means 

nothing other than the accumulation of qi. 

With respect to this, the Cinnabar Fields 

signify the places where we can accumulate qi.  

According to Daoism, the body can 

become immortal, for it is made up of 

everlasting qi, which is the sole reality. 

Daoists believed that “human life is the 

accumulation of qi; death is its dispersal” (24). 

Hence, in order to attain an immortal body, 

they put a great deal of emphasis on 

cultivating and filling the body with qi. 

Among the many methods of doing this, 

which include dietetic, alchemical, and other 

practices, they performed certain gymnastics 

(daoyin-sul). It is important to note that the 

strength gained by the daoyin-sul does not 

depend upon muscular strength. Rather, it 

relies on acquiring a supple body by 

accumulating qi through daoyin-sul 

accompanied with breathing techniques. 

Daoyin-sul were performed in order to 

make the body supple, to eliminate obstacles 

to the passage of the breath, and to nourish 

the body (32). It is, however, not easy to 

perform these exercises. The learning of 

daoyin-sul requires a master who can instruct 

and guide the training. A master is called a 

Daoist adept, or dao-shih. According to dao-

shih, these exercises help suppress the cause 

of death and transform the corporal body into 

an immortal being. The dao-shih also created 

many different types of daoyin-sul. For 

instance, Peng-Tzu, one of the most renowned 

dao-shih, created his own style of daoyin-sul.  

Practitioners of Jujutsu, the various 

systems of hand-to-hand combat used by the 

samurai, incorporated the concept suppleness 

(sometimes referred to simply as softness in 

English) when they transmitted their martial 

knowledge to the next generation(s). Rather 

than striking an armored opponent, relaxing 

and using an opponent’s motion and weight 

against them proved to be more economical 

use of motion and energy. Although the 

physical practice of Jujutsu differs from 

school to school, the art’s name can be 

translated as the technique or art of making 

the body subtle, and thus it can be inferred 

that all Jujutsu schools incorporated the idea 

of suppleness into their movements.  

This knowledge was passed on from 

generation to generation until Jigoro Kano, 

the father of modern Japanese physical 

education and Judo, rethought Jujutsu 

techniques and education to form what is 

arguably the first modern martial way of life 

in the late 19th century (23). Many of the most 

popular martial arts in existence today have 

copied Kano’s curriculum design and adopted 

many of his invented traditions for Judo (20). 

In addition, Lorge argues “what makes 

something a martial art rather than an action 

done by someone who is naturally good at 

fighting is that the techniques are taught” and 

“[w]ithout the transmission of these skills 

through teaching, they do not constitute an 

“art” in the sense of being a body of 

information or techniques that aim to 

reproduce certain knowledge or effects” (30). 

Thus, the fundamental Daoist concept of 

subtleness has been carried on to Japanese 

martial arts through the concept of ju. 

Moreover, Kano and Funakoshi (the founder 

of Shotokan Karate-do, the art which most 

Taekwondo pioneers studied in Japan [34]) 

were contemporaries who learned from one 

another (23) and both applied this concept 
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(39). As subtleness is also discussed in 

Taekwondo texts (8) and WTF poomsae are 

formulated upon Daoist concepts (25), we can 

consider suppleness an intrinsic component of 

Taekwondo. 

However, the practice of daoyin-sul does 

not simply consist of physical movements. As 

mentioned earlier, they are always 

accompanied by breathing techniques, which 

are modelled upon the breathe-guiding 

method of animals: “Each of these series was 

designated by the name of a particular animal: 

the breath-guiding procedure of the Toad, … 

of the Wild Goose, … of the Dragon… there 

exercises being considered as representing the 

movements of these animals and their 

breathing” (32). For Daoists, qi permeates the 

air, and we accumulate qi by inhalation and 

lose qi by exhalation. The inhalation and 

exhalation of breathing techniques are 

important in the practice of daoyin-sul, for 

they produce a union of yin and yang, the two 

opposing forces of qi. 

In a section entitled “The Dragon 

Procedure of Guiding the Breath,” Maspero 

illustrates one of these animal-inspired 

breathing techniques:  

1. Bow the head and look down; 

remain without breathing (the 

equivalent of) twelve (respirations). 

2. With both hands massage from the 

belly down to the feet; take the feet 

and pull them up to under the arms; 

remain without breathing (the 

equivalent of) twelve (respirations). 

3. Place the hands on the nape of the 

neck and clasp them there. (32) 

Here, we can see a distinctive feature of 

daoyin-sul that distinguishes it from Western 

gymnastics: the heightened emphasis on 

breath control. It is indeed true that many 

Western sports, such as swimming, hurtle 

jumping, and baseball, also teach some form 

of breath control. Yet, the breath control in 

these sports is focused on enhancing the 

physical performance. In contrast to this, the 

purpose of breath control in daoyin-sul is 

concerned primarily with the accumulation of 

qi. Moreover, these daoyin-sul exercises were 

usually performed in a stationary posture.  

As they developed, daoyin-sul were no 

longer treated exclusively as forms of 

religious practice. They became secularized 

and were associated with promoting a healthy 

body. Hua Tuo, one of the most respected 

physicians in Chinese history, created the 

Five Animal Frolics as health enhancing 

exercises in the year 200 A.D. (16) long 

before the introduction of Shaolin Temple 

martial arts based on the fighting postures of 

animals in the  5th century AD (42). While 

Henning states that the Five Animal Frolics 

“have no known association with taijiquan or 

any other form of boxing” (16), other 

researchers have claimed that daoyin-sul has 

played an important role in the development 

of martial arts in China (14, 15, 24).  

Lewis (28) states that some “daoyin 

exercises became associated with animal 

postures,” and that “daoyin poses that 

reflected animal postures earlier on, but it was 

only officially recorded in the second century 

C.E. when the physician Hua Tuo created the 

Five Animal Frolics as health enhancing 

exercises.” He shows that “at least from the 

Qing dynasty and onward, Chinese martial art 

forms contained elements of daoyin, 

combined with combative movements” (28). 

However, as Buddhism had been assimilated 

over a millennia before the Qing dynasty, it is 

safe to conclude its adherents also practiced 

daoyin-sul. Shi claims that the Shaolin 

Monastery, now world famous for its Kung 

Fu practice, has been the “center of Chan 

Buddhism since the Wei Dynasty (5th century 

AD)” and “[i]n time…Shaolin kung fu 

evolved into a spiritual activity to cognize the 

fundamental principles of Mahayana 

Buddhism and cultivate instinctive wisdom” 

(42). It is well-known that some taolu of 

Shaolin Kung Fu is based on animal postures. 

These animal postures are derived from Hua 
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Tuo’s Five Animal Frolics. Hence, with the 

Five Animal Frolics, we can ascertain the 

relation between daoyin-sul and Shaolin Kung 

Fu. If Shaolin Kung Fu had been influenced 

by daoyin-sul exercises, it is quite natural to 

assume that other Chinese martial arts have 

also been influenced by them. Lewis states, 

“Each animal represents a set of exercises, i.e. 

a form” (28), which are preset patterns of 

movements with specific purposes, much like 

Taekwondo’s poomsae. 

We have now demonstrated that there is 

some connection between daoyin-sul and 

Chinese martial arts, especially Shaolin Kung 

Fu. As discussed above, the Five Animal 

Frolics is the basic structure of form or 

poomsae in Shaolin martial arts, and the Five 

Animal Frolics were derived from daoyin-sul. 

The primary purposes of the Five Animal 

Frolics are not providing defensive and 

offensive movements strung together into a 

pattern. Contrary to a combative function, the 

Five Animal Frolics are concerned with 

providing the precondition for becoming a 

great warrior. Those Daoist adepts who were 

also interested in martial applications believe 

that in order to become a great warrior, the 

acquisition of excellent techniques is a 

necessary condition but not a sufficient 

condition. Other than excellent skills, the best 

warrior must have a supple, light, and strong 

body. One can additionally attain these states 

of body with daoyin-sul accompanied by the 

embryonic respiration techniques. 

After having shown the connection 

between Shaolin Kung Fu and daoyin-sul 

exercises in respect to the Five Animal Frolics, 

we are now confronted with an important 

question. How does daoyin-sul exercises 

relate to Taekwondo poomsae? As stated 

above, Yang originally hinted at a possible 

connection (45) and later explores how 

poomsae practice is a health practice (49). 

Nevertheless, the answer to this question is 

threefold. First, there are numerous ways in 

which to cultivate qi: Qi Gong, Tai Chi Chuan, 

medication, daoyin-sul, and even hard martial 

arts like Karate (33) and Taekwondo (43) 

have claimed to develop it. In this light, it 

seems there is no exclusive means of qi 

acquisition (19). Secondly, Yang also claims 

that qi “is applied in diverse areas of martial 

arts practice including issue of energy 

transformation, power production, and mental 

strength” (46) which implies, according to 

him and others (37, 39, 41), all martial art 

practice develops qi. Third and most 

significant to this paper, poomsae already 

possess many of the same fundamental 

methods of qi development as daoyin-sul 

(including breathing [3], open hand 

techniques, stationary stances [32], and 

kihap12). Thus, there is little doubt that 

Taekwondo poomsae training can also be 

among the exercises that develop qi. Further 

research is needed to prove these theoretical 

concepts; yet, sufficient research exists to 

indicate poomsae practice can be used for qi 

development.  

 

Conclusion 

    

Taekwondo training consists of two parts: 

poomsae and kyorugi. In dealing with the 

relation between these two components, the 

practice of poomsae is viewed as a 

preparatory stage for proving combat skills. 

As we have shown however, this is only a 

derivative understanding of poomsae 

influenced by Japanese martial arts. There is a 

primordial understanding of poomsae that is 

closely connected with daoyin-sul.  

Historically, the origin of martial arts 

being used for self-cultivation purposes most 

likely began in China. Moreover, as we have 

shown, there are fundamental differences in 

Chinese and Japanese understandings of 

martial arts training. By comparing the 

 

12 Kihap literally means in Korean “the coordination of qi,” which is “the forceful exhalation of air at the 

moment a technique is performed” used to “augment physical power” in martial arts practice (51). 
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Japanese and Chinese understanding of 

martial arts form in respect to Taekwondo 

poomsae training, we have discovered a new 

conceptualization of poomsae. Taekwondo 

poomsae training does not have a solely 

combative function, and this new 

conceptualization of poomsae is supported by 

Daoists’ understanding of daoyin-sul.  

It is important see that Daoists developed 

daoyin-sul initially for spiritual benefits, not 

for combat. Maspero quotes Master Ning as 

saying “that Guiding the Breath…controls the 

inside, and Gymnastics, daoyin13, controls the 

outside” (32). When daoyin-sul are pursued in 

this manner, there are “healing and even 

spiritual benefits” (24). When Taekwondo 

poomsae is understood in respect to daoyin-

sul, we can establish non-combat related 

components of Taekwondo training that are 

not associated with combat (25), which may 

include stronger and suppler bodies as well as 

greater qi development. In other words, we 

can say that the training of poomsae is not 

exclusively associated with drills for combat 

or is subordinated of kyorugi. Contrary to this, 

the training of poomsae has its own end; 

independent from kyorugi training, this end is 

found in healing and harmonizing oneself 

with the control of qi.  

With this discovery of daoyin-sul in 

connection with the poomsae training, we can 

also suggest a new foundation of Taekwondo 

philosophy. Previously, the pioneers of 

Taekwondo associated the spirit of 

Taekwondo with combat and fostering a 

warrior with an indomitable spirit by which a 

Taekwondo trainee could ideally overcome 

any obstacle. In this understanding of 

Taekwondo spirit, the practitioner should 

overcome any hostile force. What is 

emphasized here is conflict. In contrast to this, 

in a spirit of Taekwondo poomsae practice 

founded in daoyin-sul, which seeks healing 

and the accumulation of qi, what is stressed is 

harmony. If Taekwondo practitioners were to 

refocus poomsae training toward a daoyin-sul 

perspective in which the accumulation of qi 

and the harmony with nature were 

emphasized over combat, it would contribute 

to the enhancement of Taekwondo’s goal of 

world peace.   
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