
the history of taekwondo
the history of taekwondo is a fascinating journey that traces the development
of one of the most popular martial arts in the world. This Korean martial
art, known for its dynamic kicks and fast-paced techniques, has a rich
cultural and historical background that spans several centuries. The origins
of taekwondo are deeply intertwined with Korea’s history, including various
indigenous fighting styles and foreign influences. Over time, taekwondo
evolved into a modern sport and a global martial art practiced by millions.
This article explores the historical roots, key figures, organizational
development, and the international spread of taekwondo. Understanding the
history of taekwondo provides insight into its philosophies, techniques, and
its role in martial arts worldwide.
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Origins and Early Influences
The history of taekwondo begins with ancient Korean martial arts that date
back over 2,000 years. Early Korean martial arts were influenced by
indigenous fighting techniques and neighboring countries’ martial traditions,
notably China and Japan. The earliest forms of hand-to-hand combat and
weaponry skills were practiced by Korean warriors, who used these techniques
for self-defense and battlefield combat.

Ancient Korean Martial Arts
The martial arts practiced during the Three Kingdoms period (57 BC – 668 AD)
laid the foundation for modern taekwondo. These early styles emphasized
striking, kicking, and grappling techniques. One of the most notable ancient
martial arts was Subak, which focused on open-hand strikes and kicking.
Records indicate that Koreans valued physical training and martial prowess as
essential elements of military readiness.



Influence of Neighboring Martial Arts
China’s influence on Korean martial arts is evident through the introduction
of Chinese martial techniques during centuries of cultural exchange. Later,
during the Japanese occupation of Korea in the early 20th century, Japanese
karate and judo styles also impacted the development of Korean martial arts.
These outside influences were adapted and modified by Korean practitioners,
contributing to the unique characteristics of taekwondo.

Development During the 20th Century
The 20th century was a pivotal era in the history of taekwondo, marked by
significant political and social changes in Korea. After the Japanese
occupation ended in 1945, Korean martial artists sought to revive and unify
their indigenous fighting styles. This period saw the formalization of
various martial arts schools, known as kwans, which played a crucial role in
shaping modern taekwondo.

The Emergence of Kwans
Following World War II, several kwans were established, each with its own
interpretation of Korean martial arts. These schools often incorporated
elements of karate, Chinese kung fu, and traditional Korean techniques.
Prominent kwans included Chung Do Kwan, Moo Duk Kwan, and Song Moo Kwan.
Despite differences, the kwans shared a common goal of promoting Korean
martial arts as a national heritage.

Unification Efforts and Standardization
During the 1950s and 1960s, efforts were made to unify the various kwans
under a single martial art system. The South Korean government supported
these initiatives to foster national pride and cultural identity. The name
“taekwondo,” meaning “the way of the foot and fist,” was officially adopted
in 1955 to represent this unified martial art. Standardized forms (poomsae),
techniques, and rules were developed to create a cohesive curriculum.

The Formation of Modern Taekwondo
The history of taekwondo reached a new milestone with the establishment of
formal organizations and the introduction of taekwondo as a competitive
sport. These developments helped transform taekwondo from a collection of
martial arts schools into a globally recognized discipline.



Creation of the Korea Taekwondo Association
In 1959, the Korea Taekwondo Association (KTA) was founded to govern the
practice and promotion of taekwondo in South Korea. The KTA played a key role
in organizing tournaments, certifying instructors, and standardizing training
methods. It also worked closely with the government to promote taekwondo as a
symbol of Korean culture.

International Taekwondo Federation and World
Taekwondo
The International Taekwondo Federation (ITF) was established in 1966 by
General Choi Hong Hi, one of the most influential figures in taekwondo
history. The ITF focused on traditional techniques and martial spirit. Later,
in 1973, the World Taekwondo Federation (now known simply as World Taekwondo)
was formed to govern the sport aspect of taekwondo, emphasizing competition
and Olympic standards. These two organizations represent different branches
of taekwondo, each with unique rules and approaches.

Taekwondo’s Global Expansion
Taekwondo’s rise as a global martial art is a significant chapter in its
history. From its origins in Korea, taekwondo has spread worldwide, becoming
one of the most practiced martial arts internationally. Its inclusion in the
Olympic Games further boosted its popularity and recognition.

Introduction to the Olympics
Taekwondo was first included as a demonstration sport in the 1988 Seoul
Olympics and became an official Olympic sport at the 2000 Sydney Olympics.
This milestone elevated taekwondo’s profile and encouraged countries around
the world to develop national teams and training programs.

Global Taekwondo Organizations and Schools
Today, taekwondo schools and federations exist in nearly every country. The
global community includes millions of practitioners, from recreational
students to elite athletes. Key international organizations such as World
Taekwondo continue to govern competitions and maintain standards, promoting
taekwondo’s values of discipline, respect, and perseverance.

Taekwondo training centers worldwide

International competitions and championships



Educational programs and certification systems

Philosophy and Cultural Significance
The history of taekwondo is not only about physical techniques but also about
the philosophy and cultural values it embodies. Taekwondo emphasizes moral
discipline, respect for others, and the development of a strong spirit
alongside physical ability.

Core Tenets of Taekwondo
Practitioners of taekwondo adhere to a set of guiding principles known as the
Tenets of Taekwondo. These include:

Courtesy: Showing respect to instructors, fellow students, and others.

Integrity: Being honest and having strong moral principles.

Perseverance: Persistent effort to overcome obstacles and improve
skills.

Self-Control: Managing emotions and actions responsibly.

Indomitable Spirit: Demonstrating courage and resilience in the face of
adversity.

Taekwondo as a Cultural Ambassador
Taekwondo serves as a cultural ambassador for Korea, promoting Korean
heritage and values worldwide. It is often included in cultural exchange
programs and is recognized for fostering international understanding and
friendship. Its practice encourages physical fitness, mental discipline, and
ethical conduct, making it a holistic martial art that continues to attract
practitioners globally.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the origins of Taekwondo?
Taekwondo originated in Korea and was developed during the 1940s and 1950s by
martial artists who combined elements of traditional Korean martial arts such



as Taekkyeon and Hwa Rang Do with influences from Japanese Karate.

Who is considered the founder of modern Taekwondo?
General Choi Hong Hi is widely regarded as the founder of modern Taekwondo.
He played a key role in systematizing the techniques and promoting Taekwondo
internationally.

When was Taekwondo officially recognized as a
martial art?
Taekwondo was officially recognized as a distinct martial art in the early
1950s, following the establishment of various schools and the formation of
the Korea Taekwondo Association in 1959.

How did Taekwondo become an Olympic sport?
Taekwondo was first included as a demonstration sport in the 1988 Seoul
Olympics and 1992 Barcelona Olympics before becoming an official Olympic
medal sport in the 2000 Sydney Olympics.

What role did Taekwondo play in Korean culture and
history?
Taekwondo has been an important part of Korean cultural identity, symbolizing
discipline, respect, and national pride. It was also promoted as a means of
physical education and self-defense during Korea's post-war reconstruction.

How has Taekwondo evolved over time?
Taekwondo has evolved from a traditional martial art focusing on self-defense
to a globally practiced sport with standardized rules, including sparring
competitions and forms (poomsae), and has diversified into various styles and
organizations worldwide.

Additional Resources
1. Taekwondo: The Spirit of Korea
This book explores the rich cultural and historical roots of Taekwondo,
tracing its origins back to ancient Korean martial arts. It delves into how
Taekwondo evolved through various dynasties and how it was influenced by
social and political changes in Korea. Readers will gain insights into the
philosophy and traditions that underpin this dynamic martial art.

2. The History and Evolution of Taekwondo
Offering a comprehensive overview, this book covers the development of
Taekwondo from its early days to its establishment as a global sport. It



highlights key figures who played crucial roles in shaping Taekwondo and
discusses the formation of major organizations like the ITF and WTF. The book
also examines the spread of Taekwondo beyond Korea and its inclusion in the
Olympic Games.

3. Masters of Taekwondo: Legends and Legacy
Focusing on the pioneers and grandmasters of Taekwondo, this book presents
biographies and stories of influential martial artists. It captures their
contributions to the art’s techniques, philosophy, and global proliferation.
The narrative provides a personal touch, revealing the challenges and
triumphs faced by these masters.

4. The Korean Martial Way: Taekwondo’s Historical Journey
This title provides an in-depth look at the martial traditions of Korea that
gave rise to Taekwondo. It discusses the integration of indigenous fighting
styles and foreign influences, particularly during the Japanese occupation.
The book emphasizes the cultural significance of Taekwondo as a symbol of
Korean identity and resilience.

5. Taekwondo: From Ancient Roots to Modern Sport
Tracing Taekwondo’s transformation from a traditional martial art to a
competitive sport, this book highlights major milestones in its history. It
covers the establishment of training systems, belt rankings, and competition
rules. Readers will learn about the challenges faced in standardizing
Taekwondo for international practice and competition.

6. The Art and History of Taekwondo Patterns
This specialized book focuses on the poomsae (patterns) practiced in
Taekwondo, explaining their historical origins and meanings. Each pattern is
dissected to reveal its symbolic significance and connection to Korean
heritage. The book serves as both a practical guide and a historical
reference for practitioners and enthusiasts.

7. Taekwondo and Korean Culture: A Historical Perspective
Exploring the intersection of Taekwondo and Korean culture, this book
examines how the martial art reflects Korean values, philosophy, and social
dynamics. It discusses the role of Taekwondo in education, military training,
and national pride. The narrative also touches on how Taekwondo has
influenced and been influenced by contemporary Korean society.

8. The Globalization of Taekwondo: History and Impact
This book charts the worldwide spread of Taekwondo and its adaptation across
different cultures. It provides insights into the efforts to promote
Taekwondo internationally through schools, tournaments, and media. The impact
of globalization on Taekwondo’s practice, teaching methods, and
organizational structures is thoroughly analyzed.

9. Taekwondo: A Historical and Technical Analysis
Combining history with technical study, this book offers a detailed
examination of Taekwondo’s development alongside its evolving techniques. It
explores how historical events influenced changes in training, forms, and



competition styles. The book is ideal for readers interested in both the
academic and practical dimensions of Taekwondo history.
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