
Being British and living in Korea I
am often left wondering how Korea
is perceived at home and as all of
my taekwondo training has been
undertaken in Korea I am left won-
dering how taekwondo, as practised
in Korea differs, if at all, from taek-
wondo in the UK? How does the
Korean terminology sound with a
Scouse accent or a Welsh one? How
is the philosophy interpreted in a
country that has escalating rates of
violent crime?

Taekwondo is undoubtedly and
wholeheartedly Korean but it also a
global sport and THE global martial

art. Practitioners respect these ori-
gins every time the step into the
dojang, greeting their master as
‘Kwan Jang Nim’ and observing
codes of behaviour and etiquette
that may well not exist in the world
outside the gym window.    

Modern taekwondo has become
the single most popular martial art in
the world, afforded the prestigious
status of Olympic event. It is howev-
er constantly changing and will con-
tinue to do so. Forms, or poomse,
change from one year to the next,
with subtle changes being continual-
ly introduced. There are, however

more drastic changes happening
everyday, in all the hundreds of
countries that taekwondo is practised
in. Like a giant Chinese whisper,
taekwondo is interpreted and reor-
ganised to fit in with the user’s
needs and desires. Some prefer
poomse, some prefer sparring and
yet others crave the self defence
aspects that are sometimes under
utilised but there none the less. 

Master Peter Hankin has been
studying taekwondo for 23 years and
runs a WTF club in Liverpool. He
started by wandering into a communi-
ty centre after hearing screams com-
ing from inside. The instructor that
day told him that observing the class
wasn’t an option. 23 years later and
with the support of a sympathetic
bank manager he runs his club in
Tuebrook, Liverpool and takes his stu-
dents to competitions all over world. 

The sounds that drew Master
Hankin to his first class can be heard
all over Korea, on almost every
street, on almost everyday. The situ-
ation in the UK was, and still is, very
different and this is why Master
Hankin opened his own school. “I’d
been teaching taekwondo in and
around Liverpool for a number of
years but I thought that we needed
somewhere where people could
come regularly, a fixed venue. So
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Same Name,
Different RulesTTaaeekkwwoonnddoo  iinn  KKoorreeaa  aanndd  tthhee  UUKK
Martial arts competitions have been ritual on the Korean peninsula long before the peninsula
actually had a name. Techniques were learned and developed from observing both the offensive
and defensive techniques of the beasts that dwelled there. These forms evolved over time and
can be traced back to murals on the tombs of warriors. The name may have changed but
whether it is called subak, taekkyon, takyyon or taekwondo one thing is true of all, followers of
these forms devoted themselves to the art and to preserving their country, through altruistic
means, and their way of life.  
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about 10 years ago I took a loan and
rented this gym for the soul use of
taekwondo.” In many towns in the
UK there are no taekwondo dojangs
at all, but in Korea they are as preva-
lent as banks and post offices,
maybe more so. Master Hankin adds
“Taekwondo is their [Koreans] nation-
al sport and so a lot of people do it”
and maybe these opportunities are
crucial to understanding the differ-
ences between Korea and the UK.

The Olympics of 1988 in Seoul
provided a showcase opportunity for
taekwondo to promote itself and the
huge, synchronised performance
that graced the opening ceremony
seems to have injected the sport
with a new generation of practition-
ers who would take this sport all the
way to becoming a medal event. The
Olympics have given the sport its
public image, that of kicking and
kicking and more kicking. The spar-

ring, or kyorugi, aspect of taekwondo
has become the single most notice-
able feature about the martial art
and seems to offer another major
difference between Korea and the
rest of the world. Sparring provides
an opportunity to become a medal
winner on an international stage.
The best of the best can compete for
gold medals, fame and prestige at
the Olympics. Master Hankin himself
admits “What I find in the UK is that
people are driven by gain. Basically
if you can get a nice trophy or a
medal then people are willing to put
more effort into it.” 

The kicking speed, accuracy and
power I saw at Master Hankin’s
school were on a par with the best I
have seen in Korea and I cannot
commend his students highly
enough. Master Lee GeunSu, a
Korean who now lives and works in
the UK as a Korean interpreter and

also teaches taekwondo in Liverpool
was surprised at what he saw when
he arrived in the UK “When I first
came to the UK I was very shocked
by 2 things. The sparring level is
very high considering most of the
students are not yet 1st dan but their
foot work is poor at times. This
stems from a lack of basic skills.”

Another major difference between
Korea and the rest of the world is that
in Korea taekwondo is an art, always
has been and always will be, but this
doesn’t seem to be the case in the
rest of the world. Taekwondo literally
means ‘Way of the hand and foot’ or,
to put it another way ‘The art of the
hand and foot’ and it is this word ‘Art’
that for me accurately describes what
taekwondo is in Korea. 

Why then if practitioners around
the world favour sparring and are
very good at it does Korea seem to
dominate the Olympics? “Good basic



skills” is the simple answer offered
by Lee Geunsu. 

What then are basic skills?
Sparring practise takes centre stage
and is given priority in the UK. The
often overlooked self defence tech-
niques and more importantly the
poomse, the foundation of taekwondo
grading, are seemingly learned out of
a necessity to progress. In Korea
they are revered as being the founda-
tion on which taekwondo is built, the
training ground of good basic skills.   

So why are basic skills lacking
and why are brown, blue and red
belts in the UK so damn good at
sparring? The answer may lie in the
fact that the grading system is differ-
ent in different countries. In the UK it
can take as long as 4 or 5 years to
attain a 1st Dan. In Korea this same
level can be reached in just a single
year. Master Hankin explains, “In
Korea they have gradings once or
twice a month but in the UK and
Europe it has always been standard-
ised so that there are 3 months
between gradings. You start to learn
more and more about taekwondo in
Korea once you are taught up to dan
grade. In the UK you learn most of
your taekwondo whilst on your
coloured belts and when you get
your dan grade you can open up a
school or teach other people.”
Students in the UK tend to go to
classes only once or twice a week
but in Korea it is common to attend 4
or 5 classes a week, more if there is

a competition coming up. “In Korea,
1st dan means the student is ready
to be a real beginner. In the UK, 1st
dan level students are higher than in
Korea but a Korean 4th dan is higher
than a 4th dan in the UK.” 

A 1st dan seems to represent a
greater achievement in the UK than
it does in Korea. British 1st dan
holders can justifiably feel like they
have reached a pinnacle of sorts,
where as in Korea it represents
only a base camp on the way to a
different pinnacle.  

In Korea, taekwondo is for life
and students are more likely to con-
tinue practising. In the UK people
are more fickle and may move on to
other things, other martial arts. In
Korea, getting to 1st dan level is like

getting to the garden gate, ready to
begin a journey. In the UK it repre-
sents a journey in itself and a long
four year journey it is.

In 2012 the Olympic Games will
arrive in the UK and British athletes
will have home advantage. Master
Hankin notes that although Korea
has dominated Olympic taekwondo
“Other nations such as Iran, Spain,
Egypt, America and the UK are slow-
ly staring to catch up.” Whilst this is
true Master Lee offers a warning to
anyone hoping for taekwondo gold in
2012 “Other countries are getting
better but we need to remember that
Korea is getting better too.”

If these masters are right then the
2012 Olympics in London may well
be the best yet for taekwondo.
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