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During gradings, I often look at the
Australian and Korean flags hung
side by side. Growing up in Australia,
many of us know a lot about the
significance of the British union jack
and the southern cross constellation
on our national flag.
The Korean flag, or the Taegukgi,
designed in its current form in the
1880s, also tells an amazing story,
and every part of it means
something, and in some cases many
things. According to some, it
represents not only the South
Korean nation, but the Korean
people, wherever they may reside.
To start with, the background of the
Korean flag is white – it’s the colour
of purity and peace. That alone
could provide hours of meditation as
a starting point, without adding the
other elements.
.
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Then there’s the Taegeuk (
- the
red and blue symbol) – it looks like
the Chinese yin and yang symbol.
In Korean these are called eum and
yang. The Taegeuk represents the
universe, along with harmony
and balance, with the red side
representing positive cosmic
forces, and the blue side negative
ones.
Surrounding the Taegeuk, are four
trigrams ( or kwaes/gwaes in
Hangul, the Korean language). As a
side note, 8 kwaes represent the
first 8 poomsae patterns (also
called Taeguk patterns) learned to
achieve black belt status, 4 of
these are the same kwaes as are
on the Korean flag (I’ll be writing an
article on these kwaes and the first
8 poomsae patterns in more detail).
As you can see, taekwondo is very
closely connected in meaning
and symbolism with the flag and
the Korean people.
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The South Korean Flag
– The Taegukgi:
A story of many layers
I’ve included the kwaes and the various
things they mean in the table overleaf
(borrowed from the internet). The
kwaes are divination signs and spring
from Korean Taoist philosophy and
belief. Another interesting side note –
the flag of the Joseon dynasty, prior to
the 1800s, included all 8 kwaes and a
different version of the Taegeuk.
The first kwae is the top left,
represented by ☰. This kwae is called
“geon” (pronounced I think a little like
gun or guhn, like when you say “huh”
but without the “h”). It represents many
things, including heaven, justice, and
the virtue of humanity.
The second kwae is bottom left,
represented by ☲. This kwae is called
“ri”. It presents the sun, fire, fruition,
and the virtue of righteousness.
The third kwae is bottom right, ☷, or
“gon”. It represents the earth, vitality,
and the virtue of courtesy.
Lastly, the fourth kwae, ☵, or “gam”
(pronounced “garm” not a short “a”
sound), represents the moon, water,
wisdom, and the virtue of
intelligence.
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Its amazing to see how this fits
together, with heaven and earth face
each other across the Teageuk, and
so do the sun and moon. The virtues
represented are humanity,
righteousness, courtesy and
intelligence (all things that truly
mark the learned person, or the
black belt). And the meanings of the
symbols themselves include justice,
fruition, vitality and wisdom, also
something that marks a people of
culture and maturity.
So I hope next time you look at the
Korean flag in our dojang, you see a
story with many layers and
meanings, steeped in philosophy
and belief, that illustrates a noble
people and a way of looking at the
world.
Its about peace, harmony, balance,
the elements, and a virtuous life –
much like Tae Kwon Do training
when we work our way to black belt
and beyond.
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