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C H A P T E R 1

What is T’ai Chi
Ch’uan?

In April, 1970, I had been pursuing a rigorous program of calisthenics, run-
ning, and diet. I had read every book that I could on nutrition and health. An
artist friend said to me, “With your interest in exercise and health, you should
visit the T’ai Chi Ch’uan Association where I am studying calligraphy.” With
little idea of what T’ai Chi Ch’uan was, I took my friend’s advice and went to
Cheng Man-ch’ing’s school at 211 Canal Street, in Chinatown, New York City.

Canal Street was familiar to me, as I had frequented the electronics and hard-
ware stores there hundreds of times and eaten in numerous Chinatown restaurants.
As I looked for number 211, a remarkable incident occurred. A woman whom I
did not know (but who, it turned out, was a student at the school) walked up to
me, pointed upward, and said, “The T’ai Chi Ch’uan school is up there.”

When I walked to the inner door of the school, the first thing I noticed was a
skillfully hand-lettered sign stating, “Please remove street footwear upon enter-
ing.” Immediately, a tall Chinese man greeted me and invited me in to watch.

I saw a number of people dressed in a non-uniform manner, doing movements
that seemed very strange to me. Many of the students did not appear to possess
much physical strength. Evaluating what I saw in terms of my emphasis on muscle
building, I thought to myself that these “ridiculous” movements could be of some
value if they were done faster, with a ten-pound weight in each hand. As a self-
righteous weight-watcher, I looked with disdain at a few students whose bodily
shapes I did not associate with a school for health and fitness.

The class ended, and a different class began in which all of the students had
wooden swords. A quite stocky student in this class began doing movements with
impressive grace, balance, and agility. My disdain suddenly disappeared, and I
reasoned that, if a person that heavy could move with such extraordinary coordina-
tion, there must be something to this strange exercise. My curiosity fully aroused,
I asked the tall Chinese man what benefit I could expect from studying T’ai Chi
Ch’uan. He answered, “It is different for each person.” Not only did this answer
intrigue me at the time, but I eventually realized the truth of it. It embodies an
important Taoist precept: Defining things limits them.
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It is impossible to convey what T’ai Chi Ch’uan is in a book of any length.
The art must be experienced directly for a substantial period of time. The con-
cepts of T’ai Chi Ch’uan, which have approximate parallels in physics, psychology,
physiology, spiritual teachings, and religion, intertwine in a complex and mysteri-
ous manner.

Even though T’ai Chi Ch’uan is complex and is experienced uniquely by each
practitioner, it is still possible to characterize it in certain respects.

T’ai Chi Ch’uan is Chinese. While no one knows exactly how old it is, it dates
back, at the very least, to 1750 A.D. Certainly, its principles of action are rooted in
knowledge and philosophy that have developed over thousands of years.

T’ai Chi Ch’uan encompasses the following five interrelated aspects. Each of
these aspects will be treated in detail.

• It is a spiritual teaching.
• It is a form of meditation.
• It is a system of health and healing.
• It is the physical expression of the ancient Chinese philosophy of Taoism.
• It is a system of self-defense.

T’AI CHI CH’UAN AS A SPIRITUAL TEACHING

The main purpose in studying a spiritual teaching is to come into harmony
with the universe. Many of us are out of harmony in some manner. Wars, poverty,
and disease all stem from a collective lack of harmony. Addressing these problems
by trying to get others to change is certainly valid. However, the basic assumption
underlying most spiritual teachings is that we were placed in the world primarily
for our own inner growth and, secondarily, to help others to grow. Thus, individu-
als must work to eliminate in themselves those attitudes that, on a world-wide scale,
lead to war, poverty, and sickness. Through inner-growth, the individual makes a
direct contribution to the harmony of the world but, also, influences others to
change by example.

T’ai Chi Ch’uan emphasizes (a) becoming aware of the relationship of all the
parts of one’s body to each other and to the environment and (b) moving these
parts harmoniously under the direction of the mind. For most of us, complex
movement, such as walking, was learned by trial and error in a haphazard manner.
Without special training, our awareness of bodily parts and their interrelationship
is minimal.

Learning to move harmoniously is much more than a physical exercise.
Disharmonious bodily movement is a result of faulty messages sent by the mind to
the bodily parts. With practice, the student learns to send messages that result in a
fluidity of movement. While the vehicle is the physical body, the development is
mainly that of the mind. Practicing the movements of T’ai Chi Ch’uan strengthens

Chapter 1:  What is T’ai Chi Ch’uan?
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bones, organs, glands, and muscles, but, at the same time, the mind is diverted from
its usual mechanical mode to one that leads to increased harmony. Soon the practi-
tioner begins to cultivate a similar harmony when approaching other pursuits.

After a student’s solo movements have been sufficiently corrected, a two-
person exercise called push-hands is taught. In push-hands practice, two students
face off and alternately attack and defend using four reciprocal movements from
the solo form. One main idea of push-hands is learning to yield rather than clash
when attacked. Yielding does not mean that the defender gives up. In fact, T’ai
Chi Ch’uan is a very effective means of defeating a skilled attacker.

Push-hands practice not only provides a foundation for self-defense but teaches
principles of harmonious action. Being in harmony requires flexibility in thought
and the ability to release an idea or preconception arising from the ego or societal
programming. Yielding involves being in the moment instead of reacting in a
routine or haphazard manner. Acting routinely (the same way every time) and act-
ing haphazardly (in a random fashion) both involve inattentiveness. Neither of
these ways of reacting takes into account the details of any particular situation.
Eliminating routine or haphazard actions and replacing them by thoughtful actions
predicated on centuries-old principles requires a willingness to discover and elimi-
nate one’s weaknesses. Through push-hands, practitioners become aware of their
own imbalance, tension, resistance, and impulsive responses and are then able to
correct them.

As students begin to see themselves clearly, there may be periods of alienation
and isolation rather than connectedness to the universe as their disharmony
becomes increasingly evident. Students may tend to blame themselves or others for
their spiritual distress. Blaming ourselves makes taking responsibility for our
actions painful. Avoidance of this pain leads to blaming others. But to blame oth-
ers is to shun responsibility. This problem can be avoided by learning to observe
actions without blame. Eliminating blame cultivates patience and the ability to
forgive ourselves or others when we or they fall short of perfection. Push-hands
practice develops a true spirit of cooperation that helps us to be objective and
blameless when looking at our own or others’ shortcomings. The proper practice of
push-hands greatly accelerates spiritual growth and leads to true harmony.

Patience and the curbing of impulsiveness are attained through the study of
T’ai Chi Ch’uan because we learn to accept our own natural rate of change. The
growth process is likened to water wearing away rocks. We know from geology
that water acting over sufficiently long periods of time can cause mountains to be
turned into valleys. While most of us are unaware of the daily progress of geo-
logical changes, we are occasionally impressed with the cumulative effects such as
rivers and gorges. Similarly, after regularly practicing the T’ai Chi Ch’uan move-
ments over a period of time, we may suddenly become aware of how much we have
changed in our approach to the world. However, this change is so natural and
gradual that it is often barely noticeable.

T’ai Chi Ch’uan as a Spiritual Teaching
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T’AI CHI CH’UAN AS MEDITATION

Most people associate meditation with sitting in a stationary position rather
than being upright and moving, as is the case with T’ai Chi Ch’uan. Let us there-
fore consider what meditation is in terms of the operation of the mind.

There are two main modes in which the mind operates: the mechanical and
the direct. The mechanical mode is the everyday, practical one. In the mechanical
mode, language is used to process sensory data from the physical world. Language
is extremely powerful because it contains a body of accumulated knowledge.
Unfortunately, language also contains the distortions, prejudices, opinions, and
limitations of ourselves and others. Of course, the mechanical mode and its corre-
sponding use of language has a valid function connected with our important exis-
tence in the physical world.

The direct mode is that of being in the moment. In this mode, the mind expe-
riences directly rather than characterizing through language. The direct mode is
unencumbered by self-blame, preconceptions, thoughts of either the past or future,
opinions, prejudices, and limiting characterizations such as male/female,
married/single, rich/poor, smart/stupid. Unfortunately, most people disregard and
lose access to the direct mode.

During meditation, the mind shifts from the ordinary, mechanical mode to the
direct mode for a period of time. The mind thus regains perspective by temporarily
shedding the strong influences of the everyday world. In sitting meditation, the
direct mode is attained by subduing the physical senses of sight, hearing, touch,
smell, and taste. This shift helps to eliminate thinking in terms of language.

Activities in which the mind is keenly attuned to inner natural processes such
as breathing, tension of muscles, and circulation of ch’i1 encourage discovering and
experiencing directly instead of through words. Such activities lead to a meditative
state by subduing emotions, expectations, preconceptions, comparisons, and
characterizations. That is why many types of meditation begin by turning the
attention inward to one’s breathing or to the colors and patterns “seen” through
closed eyes.

T’ai Chi Ch’uan differs from sitting meditation because it involves movement
and emphasizes that which enters through the senses. However, practicing T’ai
Chi Ch’uan helps shift the mind from everyday cares to an attunement with inner
and outer natural phenomena. Events are experienced directly rather than abstract-
ly, through words. Therefore T’ai Chi Ch’uan is a form of meditation.

During a radio interview in his later years, J. Krishnamurti said, “Meditation
is understanding one’s relationship with nature and the depth of life.” We think of
nature as trees, birds, insects, fresh air, sunlight, clouds, etc. It is to be remem-
bered, however, that the same laws of nature that govern trees, clouds, etc., are also
manifested in each of us. T’ai Chi Ch’uan brings us into touch with nature in a
direct manner. The advantage is that, with T’ai Chi Ch’uan, only a mental com-
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mitment and a four-foot by four-foot area of level floor are needed. As one of my
esteemed students, Madeleine Perret, who is in her eighties, said, “T’ai Chi Ch’uan
does not require much space—just a mind to do it.”

Without leaving his door one can understand the world.
Without glancing out of the window one can see the Tao of heaven.
The further one travels, the less one knows.2

T’AI CHI CH’UAN AS A SYSTEM OF EXERCISE, HEALTH, AND HEALING

For many people, exercise amounts to self-flagellation. They push and force
the body beyond its limitations with little regard to the consequences. This disre-
gard stems from goal orientation. Almost from birth, many of us are taught the
erroneous idea that the result of an endeavor is more important than the process by
which the result is achieved. Unfortunately, we accept this misconception.

Striving to achieve a goal by moving in a painful or harmful manner leads to
an unconscious sense of vulnerability and results in a dread of exercise and even of
movement itself. Stringent mental discipline is then required to initiate such exer-
cise. Aside from causing immediate injury, forcing the body habituates faulty pat-
terns of movement. These patterns become reflex actions, thus increasing the
probability of an injury in daily life.

By contrast, if done correctly, exercise is an enjoyable, educational, and sponta-
neous process. Moving the body in a natural and harmonious manner gives us joy
and renewed energy and generates a genuine desire to do exercise. Forms of exer-
cise such as T’ai Chi Ch’uan teach optimal body use in daily life.

The following is a list of benefits, some of which are usually connected with
exercise. These benefits are discussed in terms of the higher dimension of exercise
encompassed by T’ai Chi Ch’uan.

Strength. Many people who are interested in attaining fitness overemphasize
the importance of contractive muscular strength. While being strong is beneficial,
it is necessary to let go of contractive muscular tension when the situation
demands. The other side of strength is the ability to yield when appropriate. The
entire range of refined (rather than awkward) strength, from complete relaxation to
steel-like forcefulness, should be accessible to us. Instead, many untrained people
are almost continually in a state of “driving with the brakes on.” When one mus-
cle is unknowingly pitted against an opposing muscle, the ability to physically
react quickly and smoothly to an emergency is lost, and sensitivity to sensory
stimuli is lowered. Note that muscular strength alone does not imply an ability to
defend oneself. A person with a high degree of muscular strength can be easily
overcome by a less muscular person who has a greater knowledge of timing and
efficient body usage.

The strength of bones, organs (heart, lungs, kidneys, etc.), and the nervous
system is far more important than muscular strength. In fact, health problems
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result more from an excess than from a deficiency of muscular strength. Fixations
of muscular strength constrict organs, glands, blood vessels, and the muscles
themselves. These constrictions both diminish the ability of the blood to provide
nutrients and oxygen and impede the removal of wastes. Finally, muscular fixa-
tions disrupt the natural and beneficial flow of ch’i.

T’ai Chi Ch’uan strengthens the bones and vital organs. At the same time it
trains the mind to send the appropriate nerve impulses to the muscles.

In T’ai Chi Ch’uan, a high degree of strength is achieved. However, this
strength is not the familiar contractive strength, which is awkward and unreliable.
Instead, T’ai Chi Ch’uan cultivates relaxed but expansive strength. More will be
said on the distinction between contractive and expansive strength in chapter 3.

Flexibility. Flexibility has two aspects: extensibility and pliability.
Extensibility is the ability of the muscles to move through the full range allowed

by the physiological structure of the joints. We are born with a full range of extensi-
bility. This range diminishes because of misuse or lack of use of our bodies. With
educated use, such deterioration need not occur and can actually be reversed.

Pliability is the ability to adapt to the situation at hand through movement
and requires that the mind send appropriate messages to the muscles to use what-
ever range of extensibility the person possesses. It is possible for a person to be
potentially quite flexible but not be flexible when it is required. This deficiency
results from the improper processing of sensory data and from a consequent lack of
appropriate nerve impulses to the muscles. T’ai Chi Ch’uan trains us to process
sensory data and react quickly, efficiently, and appropriately in an unexpected sit-
uation. Thus, the meditative, self-defense, and health aspects merge.

Endurance. We tend to think of endurance in the context of temporarily
demanding activities such as a race or the repeated lifting of a weight. Another
facet of endurance, however, is that of persevering over an extended period of time,
patiently using knowledge of natural rates rather than trying to accomplish things
all at once. The concept of endurance is an important aspect of Kung Fu.3 True
perseverance also involves knowing when to stop, when to rest, and when to turn
to another activity in order to optimize progress over the long haul.

Here, goal orientation plays a significant role. It is common for those who are
pursuing what would otherwise be a constructive regimen, to overdo, thereby
squandering their effort. In some cases severe harm is done by pushing the body
beyond its limits. It is not hard to find cases of athletes who have suffered injuries
this way. Sometimes it takes more self-discipline to limit one’s activity than to
overdo it. It requires an inner security to know that, with perseverance over time,
a beneficial result will inevitably occur.

Coordination and Reflexes. Coordination is the ability of the mind to direct
the body parts to move efficiently and harmoniously. Reflexes are spontaneous re-
sponses to situations and occur without conscious thought. Properly coordinated
reflex actions result from prior repetition of similar coordinated actions. Coordina-
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meant that, to understand a situation, one must let go of all preconceptions and be
empty, thereby allowing creative insight to penetrate.

In pursuing knowledge, one accumulates daily.
In practicing Tao, one loses daily.

—Lao Tzu, (Ch. 48)

In the practice of the T’ai Chi Ch’uan solo form, we shed any prior ideas of
how a body should move. Observing the natural manner in which all body parts
move develops an open and efficient approach to learning. Similarly, in push-hands
practice, we follow the moves of our partner rather than coercing him/her into a
weaker position. Professor Cheng termed this approach investment in loss. At the be-
ginning, false results can be obtained by incorrect means, e.g., using contractive
muscular strength. Cultivation of the correct principles means foregoing initial
false success but makes one stronger in the long run.

T’AI CHI CH’UAN AS A SYSTEM OF SELF-DEFENSE

Some Background. Because T’ai Chi Ch’uan is so peaceful, it is possible for
some who study T’ai Chi Ch’uan never to think of it as pertaining to fighting.
Nevertheless, T’ai Chi Ch’uan is a martial art. In fact, at one time T’ai Chi Ch’uan
was the most highly regarded system of fighting and was kept a strict secret by
the members of the Chen family. About a century-and-a-half ago, Yang Lu-Chan
was a servant for the Chen family. Legend has it that one night Yang awoke before
dawn. Hearing a commotion in the courtyard, he investigated and saw the Chen
family secretly practicing T’ai Chi Ch’uan. Yang recognized the high level of
training he witnessed. Thereafter, he watched night after night.

One night during practice, there was an occurrence that was so exciting that
Yang forgot himself and yelled out. He was discovered and was then required to
show what he knew. Because he had absorbed so much of what he had seen, Yang
was “adopted” by the Chen family and was taught T’ai Chi Ch’uan freely.

Yang went on to become a famous fighter and win many tournaments. As a
result, he was summoned to teach the Imperial Court T’ai Chi Ch’uan. Because he
could not reveal what he had been secretly taught, he originated a modified ver-
sion that would also be more suitable to aristocrats for whom it would be inappro-
priate to do certain highly martial movements. Nevertheless, Yang retained the
essential philosophical concepts. “Yang-style” T’ai Chi Ch’uan then became public.

Today the Chen style is still secret, although modified public versions exist.
The Chen style remains the most martial and retains explosive and physically
demanding movements interspersed with subtle ones. The Yang style is more sub-
dued. While the Yang style is a powerful system of fighting, many Yang-style
practitioners pursue the health and spiritual aspects more than the martial aspects.

My first teacher, Cheng Man-ch’ing, studied with Yang Cheng-fu, a grandson
of Yang Lu-chan. Cheng introduced a number of modifications, the most notable of
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1. Preparation
2. Beginning
3. Ward off with Left Hand
4. Ward off with Right Hand
5. Roll Back 
6. Press
7. Push
8. Single Whip
9. Lift Hands

10. Strike with Shoulder
11. White Crane Spreads Wings
12. Brush Knee, Left
13. Hands Playing the P’i P’a
14. Step Forward, Deflect Downward, 

and Punch
15. Withdraw and Push
16. Cross Hands
17. Embrace Tiger, Return to Mountain
18. Looking at Fist Under Elbow
19. Step Back to Repulse Monkey,

Right Side

20. Step Back to Repulse Monkey,
Left Side

21. Diagonal Flying
22. Cloud Hands, Left
23. Cloud Hands, Right
24. Descending Single Whip
25. Golden Cock Stands on One Leg,

Right Side
26. Golden Cock Stands on One Leg,

Left Side
27. Separate Right Foot
28. Separate Left Foot
29. Turn and Kick with Heel
30. Brush Knee, Right
31. Step Forward and Strike Downward
32. The Fairy Weaving at the Shuttle (NE)
33. The Fairy Weaving at the Shuttle (NW)
34. Step Forward to the Seven Stars of

the Big Dipper
35. Step Back to Ride the Tiger
36. Turn the Body to Sweep the Lotus
37. Bend the Bow to Shoot the Tiger

NAMES OF POSTURES

A P P E N D I X

The Thirty-Seven
Postures of Cheng 
Man-ch’ing’s Short Form

Comments: 
1. See chapter 7 for a discussion of the basic stances and for definitions of the

terms referring to them.
2. All the figures showing the transitions and final postures are at the end of this

Appendix.



DESCRIPTION OF THE MOVEMENTS

1. Preparation
Stand facing north1 with heels together and arms hanging at the sides (Fig. A-

1). Lower the body by shifting the weight 100% onto the right foot. At the same
time, the arms become alive and slightly bent at the elbows, and the hands rotate
so that both palms face the rear. Next, step sideways with the left foot so that the
heel moves directly west a distance of one shoulder width. In doing so, turn the
body slightly to the right, rotating the left foot inward so that when it touches the
ground, the center line of the left foot lies on a north-south line (Fig. A-2). Next,
shift the weight to the left foot. Then turn the body slightly to the left, pivoting
the right foot inward on the heel until its center line also lies on a north-south
line. Next, shift the weight 50% onto the right foot, and at the same time, come
up to standing with the knees straight but not locked. The palms of the hands face
the rear, elbows slightly bent, and the thumbs are at the centers of the sides of the
thighs. Both feet should be parallel, pointing north, and a shoulder width apart.
Both heels should lie on an east-west line (Fig. A-3).
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2. Beginning
Keeping the knees straight but loose, lift both arms until the tops of the

wrists are at shoulder level. The hands, elbows, and shoulders droop. The elbows
are slightly bent. When the wrists reach shoulder level, they stop (Fig. A-4). Next,
the hands continue to rotate upward until they are parallel to the floor, with the
middle finger of each hand pointing forward (Fig. A-5). Next, the elbows bend
and lower, so that the wrists move toward the body and slightly downward until
the elbows are slightly behind the back, and the tops of the wrists are at armpit
level. While the wrists are moving inward, they flex, so that the hands remain
parallel to the floor, and the middle fingers continue to point directly forward
(Fig. A-6). Next, the wrists lower and flex, so that the fingers now point slightly
upward. When the wrists reach their lowest position, with elbows slightly bent
(Fig. A-7), the hands then rotate downward until the wrists are in their centered
positions. The palm of each hand faces rearward with the thumb midway between
the front and back of the thigh (Fig. A-8).

Comments: See chapter 7 for a discussion of the fifty-fifty stance with
straight knees.

Beginning
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3. Ward off with Left Hand
Shift the weight 100% onto the left foot, and simultaneously turn the body to

the right. At the same time, the right foot pivots on its heel to point eastward,
and the hands move to a position of holding a large ball in front of the center of
the chest, with the right hand above, the left hand below, and both palms facing
each other (Fig. A-9). Then shift the weight 100% onto the right foot. While you
are shifting the weight, the left heel rises slightly off the ground in preparation for
a step. Next, turn your body slightly to the left. At the same time, step northward
with the left foot, keeping the shoulder width of the previous posture (Fig. A-10).
Next, the weight shifts 70% onto the left foot, so that the knee reaches a vertical
line through the tip of the middle toe of the left foot (Fig. A-11). Next, turn the
body to face north, simultaneously pivoting the right foot on its heel to point
northeastward. At the same time, the left hand circles to a position in front of the
center of the chest, palm facing inward, and the right hand moves vertically down,
ending up with the palm facing the rear near the right thigh (Fig. A-12). 

Comments: This is a 70-30 position facing north (see chapter 7). One of the
most common errors is that of losing the width of the stance during stepping. It is
essential that the left foot step northward without arcing toward the east.
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C.C. Chen. Chuckrow has a Ph.D. in experimental physics from NYU.
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