
     

 

     What is a Black Belt? Why are people willing to work so hard for years to earn one?  

Why are others willing to pay thousands of dollars to be guaranteed one? Why do so 

many quit soon after receiving a Black Belt? 

     I asked the first question when I started our Black Belt class at the new Centennial 

School and it is asked frequently in the sphere of martial arts.  Literally, it is a piece of 

black cloth that can be tied around your waste.  In the Japanese martial arts tradition, a 

black belt started out as a white belt and as it got dirty with age it turned black as a 

testament to the length of time the practioner had devoted to training and study.  A 

Black Belt, to the non-martial artist has also come to symbolize excellence or expertise 

in martial arts.  Unfortunately, in this time of "McDojos" and "Black Belt Factories" the 

Black Belt has become a commodity to be purchased and guaranteed by contract.  I am 

dismayed when I see 5 or 6 year old First Dan Black Belts or 8 year old Second Dans 

that are produced by these strip mall charlatans, I doubt anyone that young can learn 

and refine the skills associated with a Black Belt, let alone understand and practice the 

personal characteristics of a Black Belt.  This type of commercialization has deluded the 

meaning of the Black Belt rank. 

    In economic terms a black belt is what it costs to make it and how much consumers 

are willing to pay for it, I can get a black belt from any number of wholesalers for $12 - 

$30.  Others have put a dollar value on a black belt when they sign multi-year contracts 

with the local "McDojo" guaranteeing a black belt at the end of the contract term.  I 

have seen those contracts for up to 5 years and $17, 000.  Some black belts get value 

through the time and effort the student puts in to achieve the rank of First Dan.  In the 

accounting world we call that sweat equity.   In the Taekwon-Do world we call it blood, 

sweat, endless repetitions, sleepless nights and sore muscles equity. 

     The way things are now, there are a plethora of martial arts styles and as many 

schools out there that have just as many different philosophies, including their own 

definition of what a Black Belt is.  I guess ultimately, the individual decides what the 

Black Belt means for them personally and it is the responsibility of the individual to go 

out there and find a school or club that shares that definition. 



    I started martial arts when I was about 9 years old, a virtual 

senior citizen compared to the kids that practice martial arts 

today.  I would tell you how long I have been training in 

Taekwon-Do but, for those of you who can add, it would give 

away my age.  In all those years, I have been exposed to a wide 
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have developed my own personal philosophy on what a Black Belt means and as Head 
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figured she left out the rest of the question that probably would ha
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She let me know in no uncertain terms that his schedule 

could not meet the requirements.  That was the last time I saw that student and his 

mother.  The saddest part of the whole thing is that if his mother had let him
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     In my school, a student doesn't just earn a Black Belt by 

becoming proficient in kicks, blocks, strikes, patterns, step 

sparring, self-defense, breaking and tournament competition.   I 

do not believe in average Black Belts.  A student must excel in all 

of the physical requirements according to their own physical 

abilities driven by the attitude of sacrifice for the art.  They must 

also develop the characteristics of the tenets of Taekwon-Do, they 

must exemplify in their actions, attitudes and behaviors Courtesy, Integrity, 

Perseverance, Self Control and Indomitable Spirit.  So becoming a Black Belt is a "whole 

package" deal, developing the physical, mental and spiritual aspects of one's life. 

     Again as I look back at the finest Black Belts I have known over the years and they 

range from First Dan novices to Ninth Dan Grand Masters, they have all had excellent 

physical skills, but in addition, they were humble, caring and personable people.  There 

is no arrogance or condescension when they dealt with lower ranks.  There was no ego 

or contention when dealing with those of equal ranks.   

    Unfortunately, these type of Black Belts are not the rule.  Far too many have worked 

to get the Dan ranking for ego purposes, or have had their egos inflate as the gold bars 

on their belt increase.  I have also known "Black Belts" whose attitudes are in direct 

opposition to General Choi's precepts, they are arrogant, self-centered, abusive with 

lower ranks both physically and emotionally.  They are egotistical and contentious with 

fellow Black Belts. One of my favorite stories is about several Seventh and Eighth Dans 

that were attending a seminar put on by General Choi Hong Hi, the creator and Father 

of Taekwon-Do. What an incredible experience that must have been.  But instead of 

taking full advantage of such a rare opportunity, they got caught up in a contest of 

egos arguing over which direction the knot of the belt should open.  They wasted the 

General's time and immense knowledge asking him to address this silly and trivial 

matter.  The General gave a wonderful answer to this petty little squabble among the 

"elite" group of upper Dans.  I will share that answer with you on another occasion. 

Even though their skills may have ranged from passable to extraordinary (most of them 

could probably beat me soundly in sparring) and they have earned their rank through 

physical tests, they do not have my respect and they would not be welcome in my 

school. 

     Another important aspect to the character of becoming a Black Belt is a depth of 

interest and knowledge of martial arts, not just the techniques but the philosophy and 

history.  Those who focus only on physical training are superficial practioners.  A 

student must also break a mental sweat to become a Black Belt.  As I evaluate First 

Dan candidates I look for an intellectual curiosity.  Does the candidate ask questions?  



Does the candidate read and study about the various aspects of Taekwon-Do?  I even 

think a candidate that is a voracious consumer of cinema martial arts demonstrates an 

intellectual curiosity worthy of becoming a Black Belt.   

     This type of mental training is difficult because most of it takes place outside of the 

training hall and independent of an instructor and other students.  Regrettably, the vast 

majority of students restrict their training to the physical activity that takes place in 

class.  The typical, dare I say, the average student doesn't give any thought to 

Taekwon-Do or martial arts outside the school.  This is tragic because Taekwon-Do can 

benefit the student in their lives outside of the training hall!  Someone who has become 

a Black Belt can effectively translate his or her training and experience into all aspects 

of their lives. 

     A First Dan Black Belt is not a destination at the end of trip of only a few years, but 

a benchmark in a life long journey.  The other phenomenon I can't understand is the 

First Dan that quits just a few months after receiving his Black Belt.  Obviously this 

person has put in the time and effort only to pad their resume with "Black Belt".  This 

type of attitude is not uncommon among martial arts students.  I have never been able 

to get comfortable with the idea of people that work hard for several years to test for 

their First Dan Black Belt only to quit (there's that "Q" word again) thinking they have 

made the ultimate accomplishment in Taekwon-Do.  That's like a 12 year old quitting 

school after making it through the sixth grade saying that they have accomplished the 

ultimate in education.   

     The ideal that martial arts is a way of life has eluded the First 

Dan quitter.  These students have earned a Black Belt, but they have 

not become a Black Belt.  So their resume will look good, but they 

will not receive the full benefit that a Black Belt has to offer 

throughout a life lived as a true martial artist.  A life lived as a Black 

belt is rich and rewarding as the lessons learned in the dojo 

permeate through all the other aspects of a person's life. No one in 

Taekwon-Do tests for a Black Belt, they test for a First Dan, if they 

pass the test they are still considered a beginner, there are 8 more 

degrees to go! 

     I just want to reiterate that this is my philosophy and definition of a Black Belt.  I 

am not saying that I am right and others are wrong.  I am just putting out my ideas in 

hopes that those who are in agreement can find a home in my school.  Those who 

disagree need to take the time and put in the effort to find a school that more closely 

mirrors their idea of what a Black Belt is.  So what is a Black Belt?  What do you think? 


