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Abstract
The objectives of this review were to systematically summarize and assess the body of literature that deals with the 
physical and philosophical concepts of practice in Taekwondo. As there is traditional martial art Taekwondo and 
modern sport Taekwondo, there is a wide range of activities that constitute practice. Based on the findings in the 
literature review, this paper establishes and applies a definition of the physical and mental practice of Taekwondo that 
assumes that the mind and body not only work together but also influence each other during practice. This paper also 
illustrates how Taekwondo researchers have historically differed in what they refer to as right practice.
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Introduction1

The purpose of this paper is to review the literature 
on the philosophy and meanings of the concept of 
practice within the context of Taekwondo. However, there 
is not a clear and universally accepted definition of 
practice in Taekwondo (8). Practice commonly refers to 
physical exercise to improve the body’s mechanical 
movements and the mental aspects involved in doing that 
(24, 26, 27, 40, 41), and a large majority of the 
literature that includes a discussion of practice accepts 
the assumption that the mind and body are unified (24).  
Much of the literature on martial arts and martial sports 
also recognizes that practice assists in the merger of the 
mind and body (8, 24, 36, 37) as well as accepts 
conceptualizations of unity and harmonization in general 
as valid (24, 27). A phrase that is typically used to refer 
to practice in the context of Taekwondo is “mental and 
physical endurance” (24, 41), which implies the innate 
combination of the mind and body found in Taekwondo 
practice (24, 27). 

Practice in this paper refers to the mental and physical 
endurance in which Taekwondo practitioners engage. 
Fundamentally, the practice of Taekwondo has been 

bifurcated into two basic types: martial art Taekwondo 
and sport Taekwondo (5, 7, 8, 21, 34, 35, 43). Although 
practice has been discussed in multiple studies of 
Taekwondo (8, 24, 26, 27, 40, 41), few have dealt with 
it comprehensively and in the context of the two types 
of Taekwondo. Most studies relate to one type or the 
other. However, distinguishing what practice is in the 
two types can be useful in clarifying and understanding 
their differences as well as how each achieves the goals 
of practice. This is vital, since instructors and 
practitioners of the two types have different desired 
outcomes for their practice that include, but are not 
limited to, improvement in combat or competition 
training, self-defense, physical fitness, health, 
self-development, self-awareness, and/or development of a 
moral/ethical system of beliefs (22). 

The review conducted for this paper was limited to 
theses, dissertations, reviewed book publications, and 
journal articles published in English and Korean language 
peer-reviewed literature. Thus, case reports, commentaries, 
editorials, letters to the editor, and opinion pieces were 
excluded. In the eligible studies, keywords such as 
practice, training, sport, martial arts, sparring 
(kyorugi/gyeorugi/matsogi), and patterns (forms/poomsae/ 
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tul; sets of prearranged offensive and defensive 
movements to simulate interactions with imaginary 
opponents) were used to search the literature regarding 
fundamental concepts in the practice of Taekwondo.

This data has not been adequately and comprehensively 
synthesized and elucidated in a way that may 1) 
facilitate the development of a comprehensive and 
inclusive view of practice in the two types of 
Taekwondo, and 2) provide direction for future research 
in the area. Taekwondo practitioners of the two types 
additionally differ not only in how they practice but also 
in the aforementioned possible reasons why they practice. 
Consequently, this paper attempts to identify and annotate 
what is practiced in martial art and sport Taekwondo 
and, in doing so, endeavors to bolster the field of Asian 
martial arts study in general and Taekwondo in particular 
(15). 

Definitions of Practice

Numerous definitions of the term practice can be 
found.  For instance, Duncanson and Estes define their 
concept of right practice in part as “a dynamic condition 
that guides and imbues training and performance with the 
subjective meaning and intensity of involvement 
necessary to achieve excellence” that includes achieving 
and internalizing standards of technical excellence 
“beyond the technically correct execution of movement 
[and] the routine and everyday repetition of movements” 
(17). In their context of right practice, internalizing 
means transcending established standards through a 
repetitive process, so that “the true end, or telos, of a 
practice is simply to practice, irrespective of its results” 
(17). Fuller agrees, pointing out that ability is required to 
achieve freedom (20). The right practice of Taekwondo 
offers practitioners a variety of values. For example, Kim 
states that “giving a meaning to a [Taekwondo] motion 
is to increase the level and value of the motion” and 
that life fulfillment occurs when we “pursue value” (25). 
Lee aligns with this view by stating “what Taekwondo 
pursues is, in one word, a ‘right’ method for exercise” 
(30).

MacIntyre offers another definition of practice that has 
been applied to Taekwondo. He writes that to engage in 
right practice “is to transcend a set of self-imposed 
standards [so that] goods internal to that form of activity 
are realized in the course of trying to achieve those 
standards” (33). MacIntyre’s definition of practice also 

includes “any coherent and complex form of socially 
established cooperative human activity through which 
goods internal to that form of activity are realized…with 
the result that human powers to achieve excellence, and 
human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are 
systematically extended” (32). The key inference in 
MacIntyre’s view is fundamental to understanding the 
concept of Taekwondo practice historically. One of the 
goods internal to the process toward the skillful 
enactment, internalizing, and transcendence of techniques 
that Taekwondo practitioners might be the self-affirmation 
they achieve when they realize an enactment of technique 
in the moment that is not only right for the emergent 
situation but also aesthetically (and philosophically) 
holistic (2, 17). 

Deshimaru defines practice as “essence-in-repetition” in 
which bodily awareness and technical skill are channeled 
through the concentration and attentiveness of the mind 
(16). This suggests that the mindful practitioner utilizes 
awareness of both the mind and the body to constantly 
refine his or her execution of techniques, and that these 
techniques are repeated over and over. Dziwenka (18) 
adds to Deshimaru’s concept. He asserts that over time 
and repetition, as the execution of techniques becomes 
more timely, efficient, effective, and ingrained in 
practitioners, they may begin to internalize and 
understand a movement to the point of having an almost 
intuitive sense of how and when to execute techniques 
correctly. This process may lay the groundwork for a 
sudden experience of “flow” that includes unconscious 
self-assurance of the “rightness” of the enactment of the 
technique, a total involvement in (and even unity with) 
the activity, and the potential generation of new ways of 
execution (14). Cardillo concurs by stating that when you 
“go with the flow, learned form evolves into free form, 
and you become spontaneous” (9). The concept of 
practice toward harmonious or holistic mind-body unity is 
ubiquitous (11). We thus infer that through practice 
Taekwondo practitioners might not only experience 
mind-body-technique syncretism but that they may also 
have the potential to creatively execute the right 
technique spontaneously in an emergent self-defense or 
competition situation. 

While several authors have attempted to define what 
the goal of holistic unity is (1, 12, 13, 16, 23), most 
emphasize that a precondition of the process toward that 
unity involves repetition of techniques. In the context of 
Taekwondo as a martial art/sport, the practice of 
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“essence-in-repetition” may function similarly to the 
repetitive enactment of religious rituals, in the sense that 
both can be socially sanctioned opportunities to 
experience what Csikszentmihalyi labeled as flow (14), 
which may appeal to individuals’ need for ritualization 
(13). In point of fact, some Taekwondo practitioners find 
“the highly structured routines intrinsic to Taekwondo 
appealing to their fundamental need for ritualized 
activities” (13). As well, formal drills on basic 
movements are repeated and memorized as the basis of 
learning a martial art, each of which selects movements 
that represent the ideal forms (23). The enactment of the 
highly structured and ritualistic routines in Taekwondo 
may be one of the main aspects of martial art practice, 
and sparring may play only a minor role (3). Repetition 
offers context to the condition of the “spontaneity, 
precision, and fluidity of form necessary to execute [a] 
move effectively and effortlessly in an actual combat 
situation” (12). On the other hand, its ultimate purpose 
may be to teach “patience and the resolve to overcome 
any difficulty” (10). 

However, repetition alone is insufficient to engender 
spontaneity and precision as well as teach resolve. 
Moreover, right practice is not simply the repetition of 
techniques. Taekwondo practitioners must also understand 
“the purpose and meaning of each movement clearly” 
(10) to learn, understand and ultimately intuit it 
genuinely (11). Moreover, long-term practice of 
Taekwondo could facilitate the experiencing of a state of 
no-mind (mushim in Korean, mushin in Japanese) (31). 
Munenori (37) refers to transcending technique and 
practice, a level at which practice itself disappears. He 
refers to Musashi’s concept of refining practice to the 
point of detaching what one has learned during practice 
from principle, so that practitioners may experience 
spontaneous independence in the execution and expression 
of technique by abiding in the principles of a technique 
while focusing on the sense of feeling of techniques 
acquired during practice (38). When in mushim, 
practitioners execute techniques without focusing or 
relying on discriminative thinking about how, when, or 
even why they must move (16, 18, 19). The purpose for 
practicing toward this capability is to maximize one’s 
ability to respond to an attack not only appropriately 
(44) and creatively, but also spontaneously. Thus, from a 

practical perspective, a correct technique for the emergent 
situation is one that is executed successfully and in a 
timely way either for self-defense or scoring a point in 
competition.

It is in the interest of martial art and sport 
Taekwondo practitioners to realize mushim. Their practice 
must consequently include the goal of syncretizing the 
mind, body, and technique with the goal of internalizing 
and intuiting this syncretism (18, 19). A number of 
researchers have discussed this combination. Dziwenka 
(19) aligns four of Kleinman’s (28) six objectives for 
physical education–specifically those of developing an 
awareness of bodily being, gaining an understanding of 
self and consciousness, grasping the significations of 
movements, and becoming sensitive to one’s encounters 
and acts–to Taekwondo  practice.1 Morgan mirrors 
Kleinman with his view that the physical activity of 
repetitious practice, (specifically of basic movements) 
exerts a mental influence, and vice-versa, and asserts that 
“[e]ventually, the muscles involved in well-practiced 
movement remember how they are supposed to function 
all by themselves without cognitive awareness. At this 
stage, the movement has become an expression of that 
inner intelligence we call the ‘Self’” (36). Thus, 
another–and perhaps an ultimate–goal in all forms of 
Taekwondo practice is for a practitioner to spontaneously 
feel rather than consciously choose the right technique 
for an emergent situation. 

The Emergence of Two Contrasting Types of 
Taekwondo Practice

Taekwondo’s contradiction is that it has continued to 
consist of two different yet parallel and essentially 
opposing branches: traditional, self-defense-based 
Taekwondo and the newer, competition-based, 
sparring/competition Taekwondo. The goals for practice 
of martial art Taekwondo are self-development and 
spiritual improvement whereas the goal of sport 
Taekwondo is to demonstrate superiority over an 
opponent (6, 7). However, practitioners may not be able 
to practice the two types of Taekwondo simultaneously, 
as “training primarily for sport competition may tend to 
erode the defensive and spiritual value of Taekwondo” 
(13). The implication here is that the practice of sport 

1 The other two of Kleinmans six objectives are to discover the heretofore hidden meaning of one’s being as it explores movement experiences and 
to enable someone, ultimately, to create his or her own experiences through movement which culminates in meaningful, purposeful realization of the 
self (41, 42).
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Taekwondo is not as conducive as the practice of 
traditional Taekwondo for use in self-defense or combat 
situations. 

Traditional Taekwondo practice

It was only during the Japanese occupation period 
(1905-1945) that Koreans uncritically accepted the 
Japanese version of a systematized martial art (7, 45), 
since Korea had not yet developed their own traditions 
in this regard (39). Even Choi, Hong Hi, the one who 
coined the term “Taekwondo” in the mid-1950s, “relied 
entirely on the Japanese technical framework and 
ideological foundations of Japanese martial arts,” 
including the competition rules (7). Yang as well as 
Capener (45, 7) theorize that even as recent as two 
decades after liberation, Taekwondo in Korea was 
identical to Karate both technically and philosophically. 
There are five elements of martial art Taekwondo 
training: patterns, sparring (3-, 2-, 1-step sparring; model 
sparring; etc.), fundamental techniques, conditioning of 
the body (i.e., improving one’s physical strength, 
endurance, and the toughing of the body by hitting 
training tools, also known as dallyeon in Korean), and 
self-defense, all five of which are identified in Choi’s 
“Cycle of Taekwon-Do” (10). According to him, each 
element of practice influences and enhances the other and 
are thus essential to developing a complete martial art 
Taekwondo practitioner. 

Moenig points out that the “foremost training 
methodology of traditional [martial art] Taekwondo is the 
Karate-based solo-form training,” and “Practicing consists 
of repetition with the goal of copying the instructor” 
(35). Capener also holds that martial art Taekwondo 
practice focuses on the process of self-development (6). 
In addition, traditional Taekwondo reflects Eastern values, 
is process-oriented and formalized, and has a technical 
philosophy of never attacking first. Here, Taekwondo 
practitioners should block or parry an aggressor’s attack 
and then counterattack, a philosophy that can be 
summarized as attack-block-counterattack. Therefore, the 
concept of the unity of mind and technique prepares one 
to defend one’s life (44), which clearly distinguishes the 
primary purpose of practice of martial art Taekwondo 
from sport Taekwondo where the goal is to win a 
competition. 

Sport/competition Taekwondo practice

In the early 1960s, a new perspective on the practice 
of Taekwondo began to emerge. The development of a 
more Korean expression of Taekwondo, breaking it away 
from its Japanese Karate roots, began in 1963 with the 
implementation of a new competition format (and 
protective gear) that allowed forceful (full) contact to 
limited areas of the body. This led to the adoption of a 
new objective in sparring; namely, the development of 
competition-effective techniques. This contributed to a 
movement, as it had in Japan with Kendo and Judo, 
“away from forms of real fighting to forms of 
competitive sparring (sport)” (7) and the development of 
new philosophies (training values); i.e., Taekwondo 
moved away from traditional Eastern martial art 
philosophies to modern Western sport philosophies. 

Numerous technical changes occurred to Taekwondo 
due to its shift toward competition-based training, a 
process referred to as competitionalization. Rules for 
scoring may have directly resulted in various types of 
kicks and strikes being developed through applied 
experimentation (35). New footwork patterns provided 
new kicking techniques in a wider variety of 
combinations (45), which made possible simultaneous 
counterattacks and complex sets of kicking attack patterns 
that did not exist in either Karate or martial art 
Taekwondo. There was also a change of emphasis from 
power to speed as Taekwondo competition evolved based 
on the introduction of counterattack kicks. Thus, “shorter 
stances, flexible steps, and feinting motions, which led to 
more speed and agility” (35) became the norm. 
Experimentation similarly led to a greater variety of 
kicking techniques as well as new tactics and strategies.

Sport Taekwondo’s newly developed techniques (as 
well as new terminology and training methods) were 
intended, in part, to differentiate it from the 
Karate-inspired, martial art Taekwondo and thus 
legitimize (i.e., Koreanize) what was becoming a new 
and uniquely Korean sport that would ultimately become 
known as Olympic (sport) Taekwondo (6, 7). Many 
non-physical changes also occurred because of these 
modifications. Winning, the results-oriented goal, replaced 
martial art Taekwondo’s emphasis on process-orientation 
(6), and sport science research was applied to optimize 
performance toward the acquisition of that goal. As a 
result, sport Taekwondo reflects Western values, is 
results-oriented, is not formalized, emphasizes physical 
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skill and mental strategy, and has a technical philosophy 
of attack-(simultaneous)counterattack-re-attack.2 In fact, 
coaches and competitors view counterattack-kicks as so 
essential that the majority of practice is spent doing them 
(34, 35, 46).

The second-generation instructors who had received 
their training exclusively in Korea developed “through 
the competitionalization of t'aegwondo a system of 
interrelated kicking techniques, footwork, and balance of 
attack-counterattack-re-attack evolved the likes of which 
had never before existed” (6). Doing so moved the 
emphasis away from the core training methods of 
traditional Taekwondo (i.e., patterns, breaking, various 
methods of sparring, and self-defense techniques) and 
toward the competition sparring training of sport 
Taekwondo. This new emphasis and inherent changes 
(e.g., full contact to only specific parts of the body, the 
use of body protection, and no punching to the face) 
allowed the evolution of competition’s unique kicking 
system, techniques, and culture as well as a technical 
(sparring) system and training format separate from 
traditional Taekwondo (6). 

The new objective emphasized development of superior 
(i.e., point-generating and point-avoiding) techniques. 
Technical perfection via the modern (i.e., Western) 
training methodology of competitive (sport) sparring, and 
the subsequent development of patterns of 
counterattack-re-counterattack, replaced the solo activity 
and traditional methodology of patterns. Nevertheless, 
Kukkiwon, the Korean-based education center for sport 
Taekwondo, attempts to recall its martial art 
predecessor’s values by stating, “Taekwondo does not 
focus on the result of games, but focuses on the sound 
mind and activity through the physical training [through 
which one] can raise the spirit, courage, and agility, 
analyze the thoughts of people and improve the 
concentration” (29). Numerous researchers have stated, 
however, that martial arts and sports are dissimilar (1, 6, 
12, 16, 35). Furthermore, sport Taekwondo’s two main 
training components, pattern training and competition 
sparring activities, may be incompatible. Moenig states, 
“[t]echniques of traditional taekwondo are not the 
foundation for techniques trained and applied in sparring 
taekwondo. Traditional form [pattern] training and 
sparring…are fundamentally different and not connected” 

(35). Clearly, the philosophical and technical differences 
between the two forms of Taekwondo demonstrate that 
they are fundamentally different. 

Sport Taekwondo consists of a broad spectrum of 
diverse training activities with very different learning 
objectives from its martial art forbearer. Nonetheless, the 
aspect of repetition remains fundamental to sport 
Taekwondo practice. Technical perfection through the 
modern training methodology of competitive (sport) 
sparring, and the subsequent development of patterns of 
counterattack-re-counterattack, replaced the practicing 
prearranged patterns of combinations in traditional 
Taekwondo (35). The repetition of prearranged 
combinations of sparring techniques is accordingly an 
important aspect of modern sparring Taekwondo training. 
Yet, the practice of prearranged combinations in sport 
Taekwondo did not become a goal or end in itself but 
only a training method for competition fighting (7, 35, 
45). Furthermore, “Taekwondo leaders started the process 
of diversifying Taekwondo activities, which subsequently 
provided practitioners an alternative focus in training” 
such as Hanmadang (individual and team competitions of 
patterns and breaking techniques), gymnastic exercises, 
and patterns (35). 

Bridging the Two Branches of Taekwondo

Some researchers have recently been attempting to 
bridge the divide between martial art and sport 
Taekwondo. They have attempted to find common ground 
in the fundamental basis of Taekwondo practice and in 
the understanding of patterns, self-defense, sparring 
pedagogy, and self-development. In essence, they are 
trying to demonstrate that both types of Taekwondo can 
be used for self-development or self-cultivation purposes. 
Repetition to achieve superior technique is nonetheless at 
the heart of all these activities.

For instance, Lee applies a psycho-educational 
perspective by asserting that the practice of patterns, in 
both martial art and sport Taekwondo, is “to purify 
negative emotions based on the education of 
predetermined movement” (30). For him, all practice 
begins with pattern training, which is the systematic 
learning of a series of correct movements and postures. 
Repeated practice of patterns conditions one to be 

2 The attack-(simultaneous)counterattack-re-attack technical philosophy implies that sport Taekwondo is offensive in nature and thus philosophically 
opposite of the defence-first technical philosophy of martial art Taekwondo.
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attuned to self-awareness, and may allow one “to reach 
the state of…oneness of body and soul by uniting our 
breathing and movement” (30). Likewise, the Kukkiwon’s 
patterns have been interpreted as representing important 
principles of Eastern philosophy and “the essence and the 
art of Taekwondo” (4). 

There are several attempts to bridge the two types of 
Taekwondo from a philosophical perspective. Johnson 
holds that Taekwondo practice in general can include 
both a posteriori knowledge (that gained empirically) and 
a priori knowledge (that acquired by means other than 
the five senses) (21). Dziwenka also theorized the sudden 
awakening/gradual cultivation paradigm of Buddhist 
spiritual practice as a definitive approach to practice 
martial art/martial sport practice that includes the 
engendering, instilling, and perpetuating the syncretism 
and simultaneity of the paradigmatic shift of the 
awakening experience (19). Finally, Song (42) and Kim 
(27) discuss the philosophic concept of “Taekwondo 
spirit,” and both emphasize that its characteristics are 
developed or strengthened during the repetitive practice 
of technique, patterns, and sparring. More importantly 
than bridging the gap between two types of Taekwondo 
is the fact that these researchers and others have shown 
that martial art practice in general and more specifically 
Taekwondo practice can be approached from a plethora 
of academic disciplines. Thus, Taekwondo practice, 
regardless of one’s personal aims, appears to provide 
diverse benefits to practitioners. 

Conclusions

A wide range of perspectives concerning the 
definitions and purposes of Taekwondo practice exist, but 
similarities in how practice is conducted are evident.  
Interestingly, the techniques that define Taekwondo are 
now performed as well as applied differently in martial 
art Taekwondo and sport Taekwondo.  There are also 
diverse views on why individuals practice (e.g., combat 
or competition training, self-defense, physical fitness, 
health, self-development, self-awareness, and/or 
development of moral/ ethical system of beliefs). 

Highlighted in this article were a range of Taekwondo 
studies emphasizing philosophical differences between the 
practice of Taekwondo as a life philosophy and as a 
competitive sport.  In this regard, Taekwondo practice 
has a diverse and wide range of applicability and utility. 
This paper consequently bolsters the field of Asian 

martial arts study in general and Taekwondo in particular 
as a field worthy of academic study. It hopes to offer 
ideas and directions for further research on Taekwondo 
as a martial art and a sport. 

All of the above implies that Taekwondo can no 
longer be considered one definitive activity. The major 
conclusion of this review is that Taekwondo has become 
diversified in its techniques and purposes for practice, as 
it has become a multifaceted discipline that can be 
viewed as a Korean martial art, a sport, an exercise 
program, a spiritual system, a religious activity, or 
whatever the practitioner wishes it to be. 

Limitations

References cited in this manuscript do not include all 
the interpretations of practice. Consequently, conclusions 
drawn from these findings are limited.  Moreover, since 
little attention has been given to specific definitions of 
practice, others perspectives are probably needed. In 
addition, we emphasized physical elements of Taekwondo 
practice and their interrelationship with mental factors 
associated with the development of these physical. 
However, there are other important objectives of practice 
(e.g., psychological, spiritual, and societal) that were not 
discussed comprehensively. 
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