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 Rhetorical Roundhouse Kicks:  

Tae Kwon Do Practice and Embodied Non-Western Topoi 

 

A Prospectus 

by Spencer Todd Bennington 

 

Introduction 

Many people consider martial arts generally to be a purely physical practice, one 

with a tendency to be orientalized in popular media or suitable only for children in need 

of an after school activity. When confronted with specific martial arts like Tae Kwon Do, 

for example, even the most well-intending friends seem to slip into a dreamy haze, one 

populated with vague shadows of Bruce Lee, Ninja Turtles, or Mr. Miyagi and his 

well-groomed bonsai trees. In actuality, distinct martial arts carry with them a host of 

cultural baggage, multiple ontologies, and various ideologies depending on the 

background of the practitioner and the history of the art. 

This project will forward the notion that distinct martial arts traditions, like Tae 

Kwon Do, also operate as rhetorical practices, ones that can be analyzed through an 

examination of how bodily techniques are presented in written training manuals. In order 

to better understand the true rhetorical impact of this writing and its role in inventing a 

discipline, one must first develop a basic understanding of the sociopolitical contexts 

and exigencies which gave rise to Tae Kwon Do as an institution.  

In the West, the thought of the 1950’s might conjure up images Elvis Presley, 

Marilyn Monroe, or even some “Leave it to Beaver” style suburban aesthetic. But, the 

50’s were also marked by Red Scare, Mccarthyism, and the Cold War. It was a time of 

conspiracy, unrest, and distrust. In other parts of the world, however, the 1950’s was 

still a decade of violence and desolation. This was true for the newly designated nation 

of South Korea, a country that had already been subjected to bloodshed, genocide, and 

colonialism for generations. Beginning with its annexation by the Japanese government 

at the turn of the 20th century, Korea bore witness to decades of radical political 
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transformations culminating in its own fracturing at the end of the second world war. In 

the years that followed, North and South Korea became bloody arenas where the 

conflict between Communist and Democratic ideals would rage on--a conflict that would 

lead to nearly 1.2 million documented casualties and countless missing persons (Lacina 

and Gleditsch 2005). By the time of an armistice in 1953, the war-ravaged South Korea 

was one of the poorest nations in the developed world (Moenig 2016). But, it was less 

than two years later that South Korean hope and national pride would become 

embodied by a newly uttered phrase--Tae Kwon Do.  

It was 1955 when the martial art of Tae Kwon Do was first named and honored 

as a distinctly “Korean” invention, one that was designed to reflect the integrity, 

perseverance, and indomitable spirit of its people (Moenig 2016). In its early years, the 

martial art was marketed as a combat system instrumental in countless skirmishes 

against Japanese forces in World War Two as well as the communists in the Korean 

war. Pioneered and circulated by General Choi Hong Hi and his subordinates, Tae 

Kwon Do became not only a discipline of military combatives, but a nexus for cultural 

values and national pride (Gillis 2009). With its kicking techniques and various other 

acrobatic maneuvers to distinguish this martial art from others in Southeast Asia, Tae 

Kwon Do was successfully spread through international demonstrations. With General 

Choi’s attention to imbuing certain physical practices with nationalist propaganda, the 

art also captured the hearts and minds of South Koreans desperate for a source of 

empowerment. This process by which General Choi ascribed meaning to formal 

exercises, assigned various forms to people of historical or legendary fame in Korean 

history, and encouraged physical conditioning as a form of citizen cultivation, was the 

beginning of Tae Kwon Do’s transformation from a system of fighting to a martial art. 

For the purposes of this proposal, a martial art can be thought of as any combat system 

imbued with some form of cultural meaning, philosophical leaning, or ideological 

argument..This process also marks the beginning of Tae Kwon Do’s emergence as a 

deeply rhetorical enterprise. In short, the art worked persuasively to transform the image 
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of South Korea, its people, and began to challenge Western notions of citizen cultivation 

as it spread across the globe.  

This project will examine Tae Kwon Do as a rhetorical practice, one which holds 

the persuasive power to facilitate self-reflection and personal development in its 

practitioners. Tae Kwon Do, like any martial art, can be (and has been) utilized 

rhetorically for a number of purposes. In the 1950’s and 60’s, the exigency Tae Kwon 

Do leaders like General Choi were responding to was the need for the South Korean 

people to bolster their sense of national ethos and create a separate identity from North 

Korea or Japan (Moenig 2016). As South Korea developed economically at a rapid pace 

beginning in the 1970’s, however, the rhetorical role Tae Kwon Do would play had to 

change. In some ways, the South Korean government became more focused on 

branding Tae Kwon Do as a type of cultural heritage, a non-tangible export, and a 

source of revenue through international tourism. Simultaneously, many of the most 

common practices in Tae Kwon Do training, (primarily forms practice), were revised and 

redesigned to appeal to a larger international audience of martial artists. The instructor 

manuals and student handbooks from this era of Tae Kwon Do’s development reflect 

some of these larger changes and comprise the objects of study for the proposed 

dissertation.  

I am interested, specifically, in how the technical instructions preserved in various 

Tae Kwon Do manuals encourage attention to inter/intrapersonal skills development in 

conjunction with physical practice. Through an examination of the eight poomse (formal 

exercises featuring choreographed, standardized sequences of blocks, strikes, and 

stances) required to test for a black belt rank under the World Tae Kwon Do Federation 

(WT) and their corresponding contemplative components, this study will better 

understand how common cultural ideas about personal cultivation can become 

embodied through technique.  

To do so, I ask the following questions: 
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1. What are the rhetorical frameworks or Eastern topoi underpinning Tae Kwon Do 

forms/poomse practice? 

 

2. How does the process of embodying Eastern topoi through athletic 

habit-practices facilitate inter/intrapersonal skills cultivation? 

 

3. How can teachers of writing adapt Tae Kwon Do’s process of habit-practice 

development to more successfully employ contemplative pedagogy? 

 

To answer these questions, I will explore multiple “disciplinary landscapes” (Royster 

2003) and a variety of theories pertaining to rhetorical embodiment. In order to better 

understand the confluence of cultural rhetorics inherent in Tae Kwon Do training 

manuals, I will engage with the available literature on Daoist rhetorical theory and its 

application to Asian martial arts. By studying the ways these Eastern commonplace 

arguments affect the technical instruction of poomse or forms practice, I will advance a 

theory of embodied topoi, the process by which a cultural rhetoric is adopted by a 

physical body.  

To accomplish this, I will extend the arguments of Hawhee (2004) and her 

analysis of ancient Greek rhetorical embodiment through combat sports by similarly 

examining the ways in which modern martial arts like Tae Kwon Do were imbued with 

ancient Eastern rhetorics. This project, broadly, asks how the practice of Tae Kwon Do 

poomse facilitates the embodiment of what I will identify as Eastern rhetorical topoi. By 

putting this scholarship in conversation with the more interdisciplinary voices found in 

the field of Martial Arts Studies, this project aims to not only better elucidate the 

rhetorical underpinnings of these Tae Kwon Do manuals, but to situate those underlying 

discourses among their respective cultural and socio-political contexts. Finally, the 

research available in the field of Martial Arts Studies will help connect the theory of this 

project back to actionable, pedagogical implications for ways to improve writing 

education in terms of mindfulness and inter/intrapersonal skills development.  
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Eastern Rhetorical Traditions 

The majority of scholarship in the study of Ancient Rhetoric focuses heavily on 

the Greco-Roman tradition and the democratic cultures which constitute a legacy for 

these civilizations. The issue with this, of course, is that there isn’t one singular 

rhetorical tradition. The many voices within the history of rhetoric have often been 

categorized as alternative narratives to refigure the “disciplinary landscape” of ancient 

rhetoric (Royster, 2003). Some scholars are tilling new soil and pruning overgrown 

sections of the discipline’s familiar and well-trodden garden (to extend Royster’s 

metaphor), while other researchers are working to prove the worth of neighboring fields, 

plots of land long assumed fallow, even barren, by those content to remain on cultivated 

ground. Lipson and Binkley’s (2004, 2009) edited collections, for example, invite 

scholarship analyzing ancient Egyptian, Japanese, Aztec or other “non-Greek” rhetorics 

in an attempt to broaden Western academics conservative notion of “what counts” as 

part of the discipline. These neighboring plots can be found all over the ancient world, 

both before and beyond the Greeks, and their cultivation has become a crucial concern 

in recent conferences and publications sponsored by The American Society for the 

History of Rhetorics (ASHR), The Rhetoric Society of America (RSA), and the 

International Society for the History of Rhetoric (ISHR). As Xing Lu reminds us, “the 

study of human rhetoric is not complete if it does not include the rhetorical traditions of 

non-Western Cultures” (1998, p. 1). 

More than just a latent effect of the critical-cultural turn in higher education or 

some type of obligatory revision of the canonical texts in our field, the investigations of 

various non-Western rhetorics in recent scholarship facilitates new kinds of research 

questions and promotes exciting interdisciplinary opportunities. This project, for 

example, draws connections between Classical Greek Rhetoric and its counterparts in 

the Ancient Chinese schools of thought permeating the Spring/Autumn and Warring 

States Period (roughly 722-221 BCE); specifically concepts which would become 

intertwined with various martial arts. While I hope these subject areas don’t presently 

seem incommensurable given the recent surge in comparative scholarship, it was only a 
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couple short decades ago that the mere concept of a “Chinese rhetorical tradition” 

needed to be defended against racialized and bigoted criticisms. Much of Lu’s (1998) 

foundational monograph on Chinese Rhetoric from the 5th-3rd Century BCE, for 

example, is situated defensively in order to react against a long history of Western 

scholarship that attacks the Chinese language for being “linguistically inferior” or 

“unsystematic or disorderly” (16). These linguistic critiques (Becker 1986, Bernal 1987, 

Northrop 1946) all culminate in the Western perception as espoused by Murphy (1983) 

that “neither Africa nor Asia to this day has produced a rhetoric” (17). In response, Lu 

systematically outlines five major schools of Chinese thought (Mingjia, Confucianism, 

Daoism, Mohism, and Legalism) in one of the first comprehensive overviews of a 

Chinese rhetorical tradition. This tradition is one that existed independently of dominant 

Western thought and one that reveals a great deal about the different societal contexts 

of Ancient China and Ancient Greece by contrast. 

Comparing and contrasting Ancient Greek theories of language and persuasion 

with Chinese concepts can be a treacherous line of inquiry, however, as it can lead to 

reductionist conclusions. Goldin (2005) builds on the work of Gilbert Ryle and Clifford 

Geertz by advocating for a line of inquiry devoted to thick description in place of direct 

comparison, a tactic that many scholars new to rhetorical inquiry of foreign cultures are 

adopting. I’ll discuss the ramifications of this approach more in my methodology section 

but, for now, it’s worth mentioning that the early 2000’s featured many studies 

advocating for this kind of reading, one that Carol Lipson (2009) promoted in the 

introduction to Ancient Non-Greek Rhetorics as a healthy alternative to traditional 

comparative work. A good example of this method that informs my reading of Tae Kwon 

Do manuals is Combs’s (2006) investigation into Daoist Rhetoric. Combs focuses on 

the writings of Lao Tzu, Zhuangzi, and Sun Tzu, and takes great care to illustrate the 

sociopolitical contexts which made their writing so influential. Furthermore, when 

analyzing the rhetorical features of Daoist texts, Combs intentionally aims to build up 

what he describes as an understudied research area from the foundation instead of 

trying to connect it to more familiar Greco-Roman ideas. The proposed dissertation will 
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similarly construct a theory of Tae Kwon Do as a rhetorical system through its own 

terms, though, not without the help of some more familiar rhetorical concepts.  

While I respect and agree with the many arguments about the pitfalls to 

traditional comparative scholarship (cultural appropriations, inaccurate translations, and 

narrow interpretations etc.), I don’t fundamentally resist exploring connections between 

different cultures and their respective theories of language. This project, for example, 

will employ terms like topoi and endoxa from Aristotle to bridge knowledge gaps 

between East and West and, most importantly, to use a familiar vocabulary for a 

predominantly Western disciplinary audience. These comparisons, when employed, 

should be thought of more as touchstones of recognition than any kind of direct parallel, 

and they are certainly not some kind of attempt to validate less familiar concepts by 

likening them to more institutionalized terms.  

 

Embodied Rhetorics 

What is worth comparing in more direct ways, however, is how the physical 

cultures of Ancient Greece, Ancient China, and various martial arts communities all 

intertwine language, the body, and the performance/embodiment of rhetoric. When 

discussing rhetoric in this project, I’ll lean on Booth’s (2004) definition of “the entire 

range of resources that human beings share for producing effects on one another.” This 

description doesn’t just allow for rhetoric to be more easily detectable in new places 

(like China, India, or Japan) but in new spaces or practices like prayer, meditation, or 

martial arts (Lyon 2009, Wolfe 2009). Importantly, Booth’s definition of rhetoric does not 

restrict itself to public forums, democratic spaces, or speech acts. It is from this 

definition that I will discuss how topoi from Ancient Chinese schools of thought are 

embodied through various Eastern athletic or physical systems.  

While this concept of rhetorical embodiment has yet to be fully explored from an 

Eastern lens, an exemplary model of this type of scholarship exists for the Western 

canon and serves as an excellent reference point for the major work of my dissertation. 

Debra Hawhee’s (2004) Bodily Arts examines how Ancient Greek culture often treated 
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the education of the body as synonymous with the education of the mind. This synthesis 

stems from the belief that physical prowess as well as mental capability were definitive 

signs of cultural virtue or, arete. If training in the rhetorical arts was a means to produce 

a valuable member of the polis, it was not simply limited to a training in speaking well. 

Instead, a holistic approach to education was employed as a means to produce a 

virtuous and just person. As Hawhee points out, a citizen of the polis must exhibit a type 

of “bodily intelligence” that extends and adapts to a variety of new situations. She 

combines the terms metis and hexis to describe the Greek notion of developing a bodily 

habit practice of mental and rhetorical flexibility, adaptability, and cunning (64). In this 

way we can see how concepts from rhetorical training become adopted by the body in 

practical ways, but the reverse was also true. Hawhee also describes how the 

conjunction of martial arts like pankration or boxing and philosophy lectures were 

reciprocally responsible for a development of rhetorical concepts like kairos (84). 

According to Hawhee, the Ancient Greeks viewed the kairotic body as one that, through 

training, was just as adept at countering a punch as they would be an argument. In 

other words, the Ancient Greek tethering of rhetorical theory and athleticism is, in many 

ways, a chicken and egg relationship. That is to say, one might ask which came first, 

the shoulder throw or the syllogism, the counterpoint or the counter punch.  

The trajectory by which these concepts travelled is less relevant than the simple 

fact of their permeability between what would, today, be seen as entirely different 

learning environments. Ultimately these blended ideas of rhetorical and athletic training 

coincide in a theory of what Hawhee describes as phusiopoiesis, loosely translated as 

the “art of becoming” or the “production of one’s body” (151). This concept is what 

connects the ideas of metis hexis (a habit-practice of wiliness or bodily cunning) and 

developing a kairotic body (one conditioned to be reactive or timely) and it is the bridge 

to the kind of self-improvement rhetoric inherent in Eastern martial arts training, one that 

I will continually return to in my examination of Tae Kwon Do poomse.  

The aim of my dissertation is to extend Hawhee’s argument into Ancient Eastern 

rhetorical lineages and their symbiotic relationship with physical practices to reveal a 
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similar means of cultural virtue production and holistic bodily cultivation through martial 

arts. Several other rhetoricians have already expanded Hawhee’s core concepts into 

areas of investigation more concerned with space/place, rhetoric in situ, or the role of 

embodiment in rhetorical education (Atwill 2006, Fredal 2006, Poulakos 2006), but none 

of these venture outside of Ancient Greek models. To engage more fully with theories of 

embodiment and performance, specifically in Non-Western traditions, I turn to 

scholarship in the field of Martial Arts Studies. 

 

Martial Arts Studies 

Comprised of an interdisciplinary group of researchers ranging from 

anthropologists to philosophers to historians, the Field of Martial Arts Studies provides 

some of the most well-developed treatments of physical bodies and their interaction with 

various cultural epistemologies. My project is designed to connect these investigations 

of martial bodies to analyses of the rhetorical frameworks shaping their production. For 

example, while there are a handful of critical studies with Tae Kwon Do at their core, 

none of these focus on the cultural rhetorics influencing the technical writing found in 

poomse manuals. Stuart Anslow’s (2013) explanation of the International Tae Kwon Do 

(ITF) patterns is an admirable start to this kind of inquiry, but the text is riddled with 

folklore and nationalist mythologies much in the same way General Choi’s original 

manuals were. This is not a critique of Anslow’s research, rather, it is a means of 

demonstrating the kinds of differences between the rhetorical aims of these older forms 

as compared with the taegeuk system. Graham (2013) similarly analyzes ITF forms, but 

comes closer to a discussion of a rhetoric of “indomitable spirit” than a plain analysis of 

each individual pattern. Still though, these works are only somewhat useful as reference 

points because they are focused on entirely different objects of study from my own 

investigation, despite their belonging under the umbrella term of Tae Kwon Do. Moenig 

(2015) is one of the few authors to focus specifically on the development of the taegeuk 

poomse, but this discussion is ancillary to his larger argument pertaining to Tae Kwon 

Do’s development into a modern combat sport. Similarly, Martinez-Guirao (2018) 
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discusses the philosophical and religious underpinnings of Tae Kwon Do and their 

material markers, but does not analyze technical documents or the ways in which 

practitioners actually strive to become the material transmitters of such belief systems. 

In short, while there is an active community dedicated to Tae Kwon Do research in this 

field, there are no available discussions of the art as a rhetorical system. True, some 

scholars have explored the ways in which Tae Kwon Do has been marketed for 

intimidation or tourism (Gillis 2009) for diplomacy between North and South Korea 

(Johnson and Vitale 2018, Kim 2018) or for grander ideals of world peace (Kim, Kim, 

and Kim 2018), but not the ways in which the institution of Tae Kwon Do operationalizes 

messages to its own practitioners about the well-being of their body, mind, and spirit.  

My research will investigate these messages as they appear in instructional 

texts, ones which owe a clear genre debt to Daoist artifacts. In researching these texts, I 

will focus primarily on descriptions of the eight taegeuk poomse required to test for a 

first degree black belt and how they relate to these Eastern rhetorical traditions. These 

eight forms are the clearest ways in which I can demonstrate the concept of embodied 

topois because of the dynamic relationship they espouse between a cultural 

epistemology and habitual technique. The term “technique” here can be defined as 

“knowledge that structures practice” (Spatz, 2015, p. 4). Technique, in the example of 

poomse, is not just the detailed explanation of how to perform a specific strike or block, 

but, rather, the knowledge embedded in that practice and the process by which 

engaging in that practice helps generate new knowledge. In this way, technique should 

be thought of as recursive, dynamic, and iterative. Even though the eight taegeuk 

poomse are choreographed, predetermined patterns, the cultural knowledge or Eastern 

topoi embedded in their technical descriptions facilitate the development of new 

knowledge of self or society whenever realized through practice.  

For an example that demonstrates the connection between technique, practice, 

and knowledge creation, consider the traditional use of rosary beads. The knowledge of 

prayer as a general technique structures the particular practice of praying with a rosary 

and, despite its repetitive and predetermined structure, this practice leads members 
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within that discourse community, arguably, to new insight, clarity, or knowledge that 

they can apply to their life. The practice of performing Tae Kwon Do poomse is very 

similar in that the individual techniques (punches, kicks, blocks, and stances) are the 

knowledge base which structures the practice of the forms, and the act of focusing on 

such active meditations creates opportunities for new knowledge. When poomse 

practice is coupled with the additional knowledge of each form’s symbolic meaning, it 

becomes an avenue for more specialized knowledge construction in areas connected to 

discrete inter/intrapersonal skills. It is these eight ulterior meanings of the forms which I 

will analyze more thoroughly as embodied topoi.  

Embodied topoi can be thought of as the corporeal representation of a culture’s 

fundamental points of argument. Aristotle failed to provide a clear definition of what 

exactly constitutes a topos, a fact that is particularly troubling given the fact that the 

word can translate to mean “topic,” “theme,” or “commonplace;” nevertheless, the term 

continues to be employed and debated in a variety of scholarly arenas. What we can 

infer from Aristotle is that topoi are fundamental ways of forming logical inquiry, 

questions that can aid in the construction of a dialectic. The reason I’ve selected the 

term to describe the philosophical principles embedded in Tae Kwon Do manuals is 

because, unlike Plato, Aristotle insists that topoi are derived from commonly held 

cultural beliefs or, endoxa. That said, no single philosophical, religious, or cosmological 

system has been more pervasive in the East than Daoism and its associated visual 

symbols representing the harmonious processes of balance. It is only natural to 

construct cultural arguments from such a stable foothold, a literal common place in 

which both speaker and audience would be comfortable. Tae Kwon Do as a discipline, 

has concretized at least eight of these embodied topoi in the formalization of the 

Taegeuk poomse system officially recognized by the World Tae Kwon Do Federation 

(WT). These embodied topoi extend from the ancient divining classic, the I-Ching, and 

feature the eight constituent metaphysical principles comprising the Taegeuk. Taegeuk 

is the Korean term commonly used when discussing the Taji, the Chinese 

representation of the “supreme ultimate” or the Dao (often referred to in popular culture 
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as the “yin-yang.”) Similarly, palgwe is the Korean term for the Chinese bagua, or, eight 

trigrams. These trigrams are formed by a series of broken and unbroken lines. Broken 

lines visually represent Yin, the ultimate receptive energy. Unbroken lines represent 

Yang, the ultimate creative energy. When grouped into clusters of three, Yin and Yang 

can be represented in eight possible combinations. These eight combinations account 

for the eight principles known as palgwe (literally eight laws or commands) and 

represent the constituent components of the taegeuk, the supreme ultimate. 

Figure 1 illustrates how the taegeuk is often represented in Korean culture and 

lists the eight principles of palgwe alongside their corresponding trigram.  

 

Figure 1: The Taegeuk and eight trigrams or palgwe. 

 

These trigrams each correspond to a metaphysical principle (Keon, Tae, Ri, etc.) which 

are said to be embodied through poomse practice. My research examines the language 

used in Tae Kwon Do manuals to describe this process of embodiment. Theoretically, 

embodying all eight principles leads the practitioner to a state of balance, or oneness.  

Table 1 details each of the eight taegeuk poomse (one form for each row), the 

principle of palgwe associated with that form, the visual symbol associated with the 
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principle, what I label as the topos inherent in a discussion of such a philosophy (in this 

case primarily Daoism), and finally a small snippet of textual description from 

Grandmaster Richard Chun’s (1983) Tae Kwon Do manual for context.  

 

Table 1: The Eight Principles of Palgwe and their Corresponding Poomse  

Form # Principle Symbol Topos Textual Description 

1 Keon Heaven and 
Light 

Creativity Foundational creative force 

2 Tae Lake or 
Marsh 

Joyfulness Serene and gentle state of mind, yet firm within. 
Not silent, but bubbling up with joy--the state from 

which “true virtue shines” 

3 Ri Fire, Sun Spontaneity or 
Variety 

Warmth, enthusiasm, variety, passion, hope. 

4 Jin  Thunder Confidence “The practice of this form should help one act 
calmly and bravely in the face of loud and 

terrifying dangers, real or imagined, knowing that 
they, too, shall pass.” 

5 Seon  Wind Non-action, 
Gentility 

Humility, good-natured actions. “Wind’s true 
nature is gentle but penetrating” 

6 Gam Water Adaptability, 
Flexibility 

Any challenge can be overcome through 
persistence and unwavering belief. Easy to bend, 

but not to break.  

7 Gan “Top stop” or 
Mountain 

Commitment, 
patience  

One should not act hastily. When moving, commit 
and be decisive. When resting, remain stable and 

unmovable.  

8 Gon  Earth Receptiveness
, openness  

Ultimate receptive force, where all creation and 
life is realized. All life is precious and worthy of 

nurturing.  
Each of the eight Taegeuk poomse corresponds to one of the eight philosophical principles 

(palgwe). Each of these principles is designed to encourage meditation on a specific way of being and 

acting in the world. In this way, Tae Kwon Do is a method of embodying these cultural topoi.  
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Connections to Writing Studies 

Embodying these principles and making use of them as topoi to help generate 

new knowledge or inter/intrapersonal skills for practitioners is only useful, however, if 

there is a demand for the kind of knowledge/skills these topoi could help produce. 

Clearly, though, the principles of palgwe and their ultimate culmination as a dynamic 

sense of balance is desirable in Western culture and higher education. This can be 

gleaned from documents like the Council of Writing Program Administrators joint report, 

Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing. This report outlines and describes 

“eight habits of mind” that students need to adopt in order to successfully engage the 

writing process amidst the varying rhetorical situations they will encounter in college. 

These eight habits of mind are as follows: 

 

Habit of Mind Definition 

Curiosity the desire to know more about the world. 

Openness  the willingness to consider new ways of being and thinking in the world. 

Engagement  a sense of investment and involvement in learning 

Creativity the ability to use novel approaches for generating, investigating, and 
representing ideas. 

Persistence the ability to sustain interest in and attention to short- and long-term 
projects. 

Responsibility the ability to take ownership of one’s actions and understand the 
consequences of those actions for oneself and others. 

Flexibility the ability to adapt to situations, expectations, or demands. 

Metacognition the ability to reflect on one’s own thinking as well as on the individual 
and cultural processes used to structure knowledge. 
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Importantly, the CWPA Framework indicates that these habits are necessary for any 

working position in higher education and beyond and that these inter/intrapersonal skills 

must be attended to before a student can fully engage in critical thinking, rhetorical 

awareness, or technological literacy.  

What I find interesting is how similar this habits of mind are to the ways the eight 

principles of palgwe are presented in Tae Kwon Do manuals. For example, some habits 

like creativity, openness, and flexibility have direct 1:1 comparisons in the keon, gon, 

and gam principles, respectively. The other five principles can be interpreted to fit rather 

nicely as well:  

Habit of Mind Definition Corresponding Eastern 
Topos 

Curiosity the desire to know more about the world. Ri: desire for variety of 
experience 

Openness  the willingness to consider new ways of 
being and thinking in the world. 

Gon: receptiveness, 
openness 

Engagement  a sense of investment and involvement in 
learning 

Tae: joyfulness and 
enthusiasm 

Creativity the ability to use novel approaches for 
generating, investigating, and 
representing ideas. 

Keon: creative or 
inventive energy 

Persistence the ability to sustain interest in and 
attention to short- and long-term projects. 

Gan: patient or 
steadfastness 

Responsibility the ability to take ownership of one’s 
actions and understand the consequences 
of those actions for oneself and others. 

Jin: confidence in the 
face of danger, failure, or 
embarrassment 

Flexibility the ability to adapt to situations, 
expectations, or demands. 

Gam: flexibility and 
adaptability 

Metacognition the ability to reflect on one’s own thinking 
as well as on the individual and cultural 
processes used to structure knowledge. 

Seon: non-action, being 
mindful of the natural 
flow of ideas, motives, 
etc.  
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Clearly, some parallels are more dramatic than others, but, what’s important to see here 

is how higher education in general and Writing Studies in particular have come to adopt 

similar aims found in the rhetoric of martial arts education.  

It should be no surprise, then, that various researchers in the field have drawn 

their own connections between martial arts or other Eastern contemplative practices to 

their writing classrooms.For example, Barry Kroll, a long-time Aikido practitioner, applies 

lessons learned from his martial arts training to works like Arguing Differently (2005) 

and The Open Hand: Arguing as an Art of Peace (2013). Kroll uses metaphorical 

connections between Aikido and teaching Composition to explain how the philosophies 

of both overlap in interesting ways. By simply using the language and physical 

examples of Aikido, Kroll manages to visualize concepts like empathy for his writing 

students that have real effects on their work (2008). Similarly, Wenger (2015) discusses 

the importance of understanding Composition students as “writing bodies” instead of 

just minds to be molded and how her practice of Iyengar Yoga influences her teaching. 

By recognizing the expectations students have regarding their college education, 

Wenger develops a writing process model in her class that includes breathing 

exercises, intention setting, critical reflection, and the practice of the CWPAs eight 

habits of mind (2011) for the purpose of addressing academic, physical, emotional, and 

intra/interpersonal student needs. By taking this more holistic, contemplative approach 

to teaching, Wenger reports similar examples of freshman writers drafting much more 

thoughtful work than she had come to expect in the past.  
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My dissertation will build on this kind of work by offering real pedagogical 

implications for how to apply the concept of embodied topoi for the successful 

inter/intrapersonal skill cultivation of writing students. Additionally, these applications 

can be utilized to help faculty develop more sustainable, contemplative habit-practices 

to improve their own teaching. Further applications will be detailed in later projects but, 

for now, I will explain more in-depth my methodology for analyzing Eastern topois as 

they appear in Tae Kwon Do manuals.  

 

Research Methods 

Because the objects of study in this dissertation are primarily written by Korean 

authors for (or then translated for) English speaking audiences, they are rich rhetorical 

sites for investigating how Eastern rhetorics about the body are communicated to 

Western readers. In order to fully understand the various rhetorical strategies employed, 

I will compile a working list of the major Eastern rhetorical concepts discussed in the 

available scholarship (Jensen 1987, Mao 2007, Mao 2010, You 2006, Xiang 2016, 

Wang 2004, Jiang 2018, Xu 2009, Wei and Yong-Kang 2017, Chen 2005, Chuang and 

Chen 2003). Once this framework is established, I will begin an initial analysis of the 

Tae Kwon Do manuals by taking an inductive approach. That is to say, I will allow the 

manuals to also populate the heuristic of Eastern rhetorical analysis in case they 

present communicative strategies not yet covered in the scholarship. This follows in 

accordance with Goldin’s (2005) “thick description” approach to understanding cultures 

that are not necessarily my own. This approach to Comparative rhetorics is situated in 
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scholarly conversation pertaining to the role of Western scholars in the study or 

presentation of Non-Western rhetorics, a major theme in Lipson and Binkley’s (2009) 

introduction. Both Goldin and the authors featured in Lipson and Binkley’s collection 

agree that it is often better for outside observers to simply report and describe as much 

as they can objectively to avoid pursuing individual interpretations informed by a 

singular worldview. I will take a similar approach in my analysis of Tae Kwon Do 

poomse to avoid the risk of assigning connections to Ancient Chinese rhetorics, for 

example, when they don’t actually exist or belong. That said, I will employ the term topoi 

as a way to theorize the function of certain rhetorical concepts which repeatedly find 

themselves featured in the descriptions of poomse.  

 

Objects of Examination and Sampling Criteria 

In the time period of 1975-2017, approximately 375 texts were published and 

tagged with the authorized Library of Congress subject marker “Tae Kwon Do.” Initially, 

this study’s scope only wished to include Tae Kwon Do texts with the authorized tag of 

“handbook,” “textbook,” or “manual,” but that total population is only around 30 texts. 

While the low number is not of great importance for a non-probabilistic convenience 

sampling method, the fact that many of the most widely-recommended and popular Tae 

Kwon Do texts did not appear in this grouping of 30 was a troubling issue. Therefore, 

my sampling plan to whittle down the 375 publications incorporated other limitations. By 

referring to a 2011 poll conducted by Totally Tae Kwon Do magazine, I was able to 

better understand which texts were rated most highly by members of the discourse 
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community. The polls selected the top 30 textbooks for Tae Kwon Do practitioners who 

identified as members of the World Tae Kwon Do Federation as well as the top 30 for 

those in the International Tae Kwon Do Federation. The magazine also listed seven 

separate texts endorsed by each international organization. By cross-referencing these 

lists with sales data from publishers and merchants like Amazon.com, I was able to 

select ten texts representative of the timeline and most likely to be points of reference 

for practitioners.       

The number of ten texts allows for fair representation across a roughly thirty year 

timeline as it can demonstrate trends as they develop over the evolution of the genre. 

Further decision criteria regarding which texts to focus on are as follows:  

1. Does the manual focus on the Taegeuk poomse system?  

2. Do these texts specifically provide commentary on how to perform 

poomse or do they simply describe/illustrate the motions and techniques? 

3. Does the manual provide some kind of commentary connecting the 

performance of poomse to metaphysical, cultural, sociopolitical, or other 

rhetorical frameworks? 

The only texts considered which did not meet all of these criteria were those officially 

endorsed by the World Tae Kwon Do Federation. The reasoning behind this is that the 

absence of certain Eastern topoi in newer manuals may indicate a rhetorical paradigm 

shift worth acknowledging in the community.  

Limitations 
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This study is limited in scope as I am only analyzing ten manuals for their generic 

features as pertaining to a fairly small percentage of their total content. Tae Kwon Do 

manuals are deeply reach textual artifacts with many facets, and I am simply looking at 

a single component of their overall constitution. Additionally, by declaring a small subset 

as representatives for the genre, I am removing quite a few interesting outliers from the 

discussion. 

In addition, one might see my personal involvement with an organization like the 

WT as a conflict of interest, one that might prevent me from realizing an entirely critical 

stance with regards to my objects of study. To counter this, I’d argue that it’s precisely 

because of my proximity to Tae Kwon Do and its affiliate professional 

organizations/authorized literature that I am able to analyze such objects without falling 

victim to full-scale cultural appropriation. I see my researcher subject position as 

operating from within a community instead of trying to understand it from an external 

position. 

Finally, my biggest limitation in embarking on this study is my inability to read or 

speak Chinese languages or Korean effectively. This severely limits my ability to 

engage with relevant scholarship published overseas pertaining to the development of 

Tae Kwon Do. To counteract this, I plan on working from translations and collaborating 

with native speakers if necessary. Fortunately, my objects of study are primarily written 

by Korean authors for English-speaking audiences, so there should be nothing “lost in 

translation” from these artifacts.  
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Implications/Contributions 

This project, broadly, asks how the practice of Tae Kwon Do poomse facilitates 

the embodiment of Eastern rhetorical topoi. Tae Kwon Do is still the most internationally 

popular martial art and one that plays a large part in the moral and ethical development 

of practitioners across the world. The remaining study seeks to better understand the 

points of intersection between Tae Kwon Do and Daoist rhetorics, specifically in 

poomse instruction and practice. Additionally, I question how this martial art might 

inform the way we incorporate those contemplative traditions in contemporary 

pedagogy. 

While not the main focus of my dissertation, these pedagogical implications are 

important to my future research and, indeed, why I am drawn to study Tae Kwon Do. 

Understanding martial arts as mindfulness practices and Tae Kwon Do as a rhetorical 

process of self-cultivation means that both rhetoricians and practitioners have an 

obligation to intervene if/when the art is perversely applied to indoctrinate pupils toward 

destructive ends. Historically, Tae Kwon Do has been used politically to promote 

hyper-Nationalism, defend brutal autocratic ideologies, and celebrate Communist 

self-reliance (Gillis 2009), but it has been an instrument of peace and prosperity as well. 

The point is, as a rhetorical process, it’s important to promote Tae Kwon Do as a model 

of healthy, responsible, and sustainable citizen production lest it fall prey to groups who 

abuse martial arts for the purpose of recruiting vulnerable populations toward violence, 

civic disruption, and chaos (Zidan 2018).  
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Toward that end, I intend to address ways in which the Daoist rhetorics at play in 

Tae Kwon Do can lead to a more balanced writing life for the undergraduate student as 

well as a more critically reflexive pedagogy for the developing instructor. As previously 

mentioned, the connections between the eight principles of palgwe and the eight habits 

of mind identified as precursors to success by the CWPA are nearly identical. If that be 

the case, it’s important to identify ways in which these principles can be embodied in the 

writing classroom through the uptake mechanism of composition technique similarly to 

how they are adopted through the technique of poomse practice in Tae Kwon Do. I will 

discuss one method in my implications section detailing how certain writing prompts 

map onto the eight principles in ways to help students understand the power of 

developing healthy writing habits for certain stages in the process. 

Similarly, the eight principles of palgwe can be used by instructors to develop 

habit-practices of critical reflexivity to revise their own pedagogy. If the eight principles 

are framed in terms of reflexive questions and incorporated into class notes, lesson 

plans, assignment assessment, etc. instructors are more likely to habituate to iterative 

and mindful teaching practices. This example will also be expanded in my implications 

section.  

In the field of Rhetoric and Composition, this dissertation will build on existing 

scholarship surrounding rhetorical embodiment and performance. My analysis of Tae 

Kwon Do poomsae as rhetorical performances, both for the individual practitioner and 

outside audiences, will ideally promote further conversations about the role of language, 

discourse, and persuasion as foundational components of martial arts. Conversely, I 
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hope the researchers in the Martial Arts Studies community realize future avenues of 

research and potential collaborations with rhetoricians interested in the technical 

documentation of embodied knowledge.  

Chapter outline 

I. Introduction 

A. Introduce the concept of martial arts as institutions, ones that 

operate rhetorically outwardly to third-parties and inwardly to 

practitioners. 

B. Define key terms important for the dissertation. 

1. Rhetoric, Cultural Rhetorics 

2. Martial Arts, Tae Kwon Do 

3. Forms/Poomse 

4. The Dao/ Taji/ Taegeuk/ “supreme ultimate” 

5. The Bagua/ palgwe/ “eight trigrams/laws/commands” 

6. Embodied topois 

II. Theory 

A. Discuss relevant literature in a variety of fields. 

1. Cultural/ non-Western rhetorics 

2. Ancient Greek rhetorics 

3. Theories of rhetorical embodiment 

4. Martial Arts Studies 

5. Mindfulness or Contemplative pedagogy 
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B. Forward the notion of embodied topois as a way to understand the 

connection between Eastern rhetorics, mindfulness practice, Tae 

Kwon Do poomse, and embodiment.  

III. Methods 

A. Describe the process of thick description, comparative rhetorics, 

and approaching a culture other than one’s own 

B. Detail my sampling plan decision criteria and discuss my selected 

objects of study 

C. Explain any coding schema used to categorize the descriptions of 

poomse in selected manuals 

IV. Analysis/Discussion 

A. Display the ways in which Eastern topois feature prominently in Tae 

Kwon Do manuals 

B. Discuss the connections between manuals and their application of 

Eastern rhetorical traditions 

V. Conclusion/Implications 

A. Discuss implications for future research 

B. Outline how this research can produce viable applications for 

faculty professional development, student inter/intrapersonal skills 

cultivation, or mindfulness pedagogy. 
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Time Table 

April 2019 Revise Prospectus and defend 

Summer 
2019  

Write Chapter 1,  
 

Fall 2019. 
 

Circulate Chapter 1, write methods sections and finalize handbook 
analysis.  
 

Winter 
2019 

Write up results from the study and discussion. 

Spring 
2020 

Write the theory and conclusion chapters while getting feedback on 
other chapters. Revise, submit, defend.  
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